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ABSTRACT 

In order to create effective responses that acknowledge the diversity of homelessness and 

its contributing factors, it is beneficial to look at extreme cases.  Indigenous peoples 

continually rank near the bottom of nearly every US social, health, and economic 

indicator (Alba et al. 2003).  Furthermore, data consistently indicate that Indigenous 

peoples remain overrepresented among the homeless population in the US.   

This thesis aims to explain the experiences of homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples 

in the US and the impact that current emergency accommodation options have on their 

ability to live a well-lived life.  It uses Martha Nussbaum's (2011) Capability Approach 

– encompassing ten "essential" capabilities required to live a well-lived life – to inform 

the analysis of the empirical case study data presented.  The thesis begins by investigating 

the extent to which US colonialism and historical housing and homelessness policies 

account for the disproportionate risk of homelessness experienced by Indigenous peoples.  

It moves on to examine the extent to which the currently available forms of emergency 

accommodation impact on the capabilities of Indigenous peoples, as understood through 

the lens of Nussbaum’s framework.  Finally, Nussbaum's capabilities are further drawn 

on while seeking to explain the role played by the characteristics of emergency 

accommodation in accounting for the decision of some Indigenous peoples in the US to 

sleep rough.  

This thesis uses a case study approach with the city of Seattle as its focus, which has the 

third-largest homeless population in the US, and a highly disproportionate number of 

Indigenous peoples affected.  The fieldwork undertook a total of 14 interviews with key 

stakeholders and 30 interviews with Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness in 

Seattle, as well as a review of local statistics and research reports.  

This thesis argues that centuries of colonialism, racially segregated housing, housing 

discrimination, and forced relocation affected Indigenous peoples’ ability to accumulate 

generational wealth and secure housing.  Other findings suggest Indigenous peoples 

experiencing homelessness often prioritise control over their safety and health while also 

giving importance to cultural identity in navigating emergency accommodation options.  

The environmental conditions of emergency shelters required Indigenous peoples to 

compromise and prioritise between capabilities and often, as a result, influenced their 

decision to sleep rough.  Emergency shelter options in Seattle do not support physical 

recovery, provide safety, or support the facilitation of connecting to other necessary 
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immediate and long-term resources and housing programmes.  The thesis also argues that 

Nussbaum's Capability Approach should be modified by changing the definitions of 

specific capabilities to accommodate Indigenous peoples’ experiences of homelessness.     
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 

The stories told of how the United States of America (US) came to rise to be a wealthy 

and powerful country regularly omit reference to how many people have become and 

remain homeless.  The US is a country that has the financial ability to ensure an adequate 

minimum standard of living for all citizens, residents and sovereign nations residing 

within the US.  However, the standard of living within the US varies considerably across 

different populations.  Many of those differences are well documented - in the life 

expectancy of specific populations (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Arias et al. 2020; Gopi 

and Nair 2020; United States Department of Housing and Urban Development 2020) and 

the accumulation of generational wealth for entire communities (Muhammad et al.   2019; 

Wiltz 2019; Rosalsky 2020).  However, another less academically researched area that 

reveals similar data trends regarding the country’s continuing racial inequality is that 

Indigenous peoples are overrepresented in the population experiencing homelessness 

(Olivet et al. 2018).   

Reports of many people experiencing homelessness in the US can be traced back to the 

displacement of many Indigenous peoples who were made homeless during European 

colonisation.  The social control methodology utilised during European colonisation had 

been devised and implemented from the Plantation (colonial settlements) of Ulster (north 

of Ireland) (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014).  Indeed, the first English colonial settlement in North 

America (including Canada) was established by the same person who headed the 

colonisation of Ulster (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014).  Unsurprisingly, many of the same colonial 

tactics used in the Plantation of Ulster were deployed in the Americas, such as genocide, 

forceful dependency, and servitude.  These tactics proved “effective” in the sense of 

conquering land and people in both the north of Ireland and the US (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014).  

This is important to note, because it distinguishes when reports of homelessness began 

and contextualises similarities across international Indigenous peoples’ data trends within 

homelessness.  

Homelessness is still a prominent problem for many cities across the US, and its 

prevalence is increasing  (Levy et al. 2017; Simone 2017; Olivet et al. 2018; Tsai et al. 
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2019).  It was reported in 2020 that roughly 580,000 people were experiencing 

homelessness in the US (Henry et al. 2020). Over the last five years, there has been an 

increase in the number of people experiencing unsheltered (rough sleeping) homelessness 

in particular (NAEH 2021).  While the US continues to implement national policies to 

address homelessness, the proportion of people experiencing homelessness varies by state 

and community (NAEH 2021).  There are populations experiencing homelessness 

reported across all 50 states; however, 57% of the people experiencing homelessness in 

the US are located in only five states (California, New York, Florida, Texas and 

Washington) (NAEH 2021).  Four of those five states are also the most populous states in 

the US, with Washington state being the exception (World Population Review 2022).  

This indicates that while homelessness is a national issue in the US, a small number of 

places account for the majority of the national homelessness population (NAEH 2021).  

The current US homelessness service system funding operates in layers between different 

governments (national, state, county, city) (NAEH 2021).  Funding from the federal 

(national) government largely requires cities/counties to create localised plans to address 

their homeless population (USHUD 2019).  USHUD (2019) reports that cities are 

encouraged to focus on “move-on” housing options, resources meant for people with less 

intensive service needs to move into their own private fair market-rate apartments.  

However, in the US, the first point of assistance for many people experiencing 

homelessness is an emergency shelter operated by a coordinated entry system.  

Coordinated entry is a single access point that people experiencing homelessness can 

access and understand their immediate emergency accommodation options (USHUD 

2019).  Emergency shelters are reported to offer a variety of resources and services on-

site to help people move on from shelters (Hoch 2000; Newman and Donley 2017; 

USHUD 2019).  Numerous housing programmes exist in the US; however, 39% of the 

homeless population continues to sleep rough (Henry et al. 2020).  

While significant differences exist across states and cities on the scale of homelessness, 

there are fewer differences within the demographic characteristics of their homeless 

populations (Henry et al. 2020; NAEH 2020).  Racial disparities within the population 

experiencing homelessness have been reported across all states, and it has also been 
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reported that Indigenous peoples were overrepresented in urban, rural, and unsheltered 

(rough sleeping) homelessness (Henry et al. 2017, 2020).  Echoing how the state of 

Washington has a disproportionality high homelessness population in relation to its 

general population size, Seattle (located within Washington state and King County) is 

home to the third-largest homelessness population despite only being the 18th most 

populated city in the US (Varma 2018).  While Seattle continues to report high rates of 

homelessness among Indigenous peoples and the underutilisation of emergency 

accommodation by them (City of Seattle 2018; Golden 2018, 2020; Scruggs 2019), less 

is known about the reasonings and experiences of Indigenous peoples within specific 

types of homeless emergency accommodation options.   

This study seeks to address a particular gap in knowledge, namely understanding the 

experiences of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness as they navigate 

emergency accommodation options.  Using a case study approach and qualitative methods, 

it takes the city of Seattle as its focus, given the large and disproportionate nature of 

homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples in this city.  Until recently, homeless policies 

have offered colour-blind and blanketed solutions to an issue that requires a critical focus 

on racial equity and population-specific responses to solve homelessness (Olivet et al. 

2018).  Insight into the priorities and experiences of different accommodation options 

might valuably inform and guide the creation of housing programmes inclusive of all 

population needs.   

To help understand and contextualise Indigenous peoples’ decision-making process when 

navigating housing and shelter options, it is beneficial to utilise a conceptual framework 

that evaluates social injustices experienced by different populations.  Martha Nussbaum’s 

(2003; 2011) Capability Approach provides a list of 10 capabilities required to live a well-

lived life while also concerning itself with capabilities that are not accessible to people 

because of discrimination and marginalisation.  It provides a rich and substantial starting 

point to understand the needs and the barriers to marginalised populations striving to live 

a well-lived life under circumstances that often constrain their opportunities to do so.   

Therefore, the Capability Approach is used as a framework to inform the analysis of the 

empirical case study data presented. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This research aims to explain the experiences of homelessness amongst Indigenous 

peoples in the US and the impact that current emergency accommodation options have on 

their capabilities.    

In addressing the objectives of this research, four core research questions are addressed: 

1. To what extent does US colonialism and historical housing and homelessness 

policy explain the disproportionate risk of homelessness experienced by 

Indigenous peoples?   

 

2. To what extent do the available forms of emergency accommodation in the US 

impact on the capabilities of Indigenous peoples who are homeless? 

 

3. To what extent do the characteristics of emergency accommodation explain the 

decision of Indigenous peoples in the US to sleep rough? 

 

4. What are the policy and practice implications of this analysis for responding to 

Indigenous peoples’ homelessness in the US? 

STRUCTURE OF THESIS 

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the history of housing and homelessness policy and 

practice in the US.   The chapter then looks specifically at Seattle as a case study of some 

of those historical implications and responses.  The purpose of Chapter 2 is to critically 

review the literature on homelessness in the US and uses Seattle’s context to understand 

the extent to which different historical policies and practices have shaped current 

homelessness data trends.  The final part of this chapter discusses various emergency 

accommodation options available in Seattle, how they are accessed, and how people may 

successfully exit them.     

Chapter 3 contextualises the colonial history of Indigenous peoples in the US, providing 

an overview of the history of relocation, migration, and distrust in federal policies and 

programmes that impacted their health, family composition, and a communities’ ability 

to thrive.  The purpose of this chapter is to understand to what extent colonial history has 

influenced the risk of homelessness experienced by Indigenous peoples.    



5 

 

Chapter 4 provides an overview of Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) Capability Approach and 

discusses how it has been used in homelessness research as well as research on Indigenous 

peoples' rights to autonomy and self-determination.  This chapter aims to provide an 

understanding of the Capability Approach, its list of 10 capabilities, and foreground its 

use as a theoretical lens in the data analysis chapters.     

Chapter 5 provides the methodology for the study and outlines the research design 

applied, methods used and approach taken for the data analysis.   The chapter explains the 

relevance of a single case study approaches to examine how the history of public policies 

impact today’s homelessness data trends.  In doing so, this chapter also provides a 

rationale for conducting a qualitative study with Indigenous peoples experiencing 

homelessness in Seattle.   

Chapter 6 is the first data analysis chapter.  This chapter explores the capabilities of life, 

bodily health, and bodily integrity.  It explores the reasoning for participants avoiding 

and/or participating in specific emergency accommodation options related to the 

capabilities of life, bodily health, and bodily integrity, providing a rich account of 

experiences and stories, thereby contributing to the first and second research questions.   

Chapter 7 is another data-analysis chapter that explores the first two research questions 

while focusing on the capability of control over one’s environment.  This chapter 

contextualises the decision-making process between accommodation options and sleeping 

rough by exploring the importance of being able to carry out and enjoy control over one’s 

immediate environment.    

Chapter 8 is the final data analysis chapter focused specifically on the capabilities of 

emotions, affiliation, play, senses, imagination, thought and practical reasoning.  This 

chapter provides a focused explanation of the cultural relevance and importance of 

understanding the decision-making process of Indigenous peoples experiencing 

homelessness.  The capabilities in this chapter address the second and third research 

questions and help shape the specific recommendations inspired by the fourth research 

question.     
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Chapter 9 concludes the thesis and discusses each research question.  First the chapter 

examines the importance of historical context needed to understand the disproportionate 

risk of homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples.  Secondly, this chapter discusses the 

trade-off of capabilities involved when choosing between emergency shelter and 

homeless encampments and competing priorities that Indigenous peoples face in 

extremely constrained housing/accommodation choices.  Thirdly, the chapter examines 

the influence of shelter environments on capabilities and people's decision to sleep rough.  

The chapter then answers the fourth research question by providing policy and practice 

recommendations for responding to homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples.  The 

chapter considers the ways in which the Capability Approach is applicable to other 

homeless populations within and beyond the US.  Finally, this chapter concludes with 

recommendations for future research concerning access to capabilities, emergency 

accommodation environments, housing programmes, and public policy.   
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Chapter 2: CONTEXTUALISING HOUSING 

AND HOMELESSNESS POLICY AND 

PRACTICE IN THE US AND SEATTLE 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter begins by contextualising the history of US national housing and 

homelessness policy to give the rationale for exploring current racial disparities within 

homelessness and the reason for using a single-case study of both a specific place and 

subpopulation.  The chapter continues by focusing on Seattle as a case study of some of 

those historical implications and, in particular, the city's strategies and responses to rough 

sleeping.  It then discusses the homelessness enumeration data that provides insight into 

Seattle's profile, scale, and data trends.  Finally, the last section looks at broader literature 

on the different emergency accommodations available to people who experience 

homelessness in Seattle.   In combination with Chapter 3, the purpose of this chapter is to 

help answer the first research question specifically focused on the extent to which 

historical housing and homelessness policies explain the disproportionate risk of 

homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples. 

CONTEXTUALISING THE HISTORY OF US NATIONAL 

HOMELESSNESS POLICY 

The US government has a long history of addressing homelessness and informal housing 

settlements.  Scholars have traced the phenomenon of informal housing such as homeless 

encampments from the early 19 century until the present day (Marcuse 1988; Sparks 2010; 

Herring and Lutz 2015).  The Hoovervilles, named after President Herbert Hoover, 

became part of the US landscape during the Great Depression; they offer an example of 

continuity in homeless encampments structure (and in some cities in size) similar to 

today’s tent-cities/homeless encampments (Roy 1935; Neighly 2010; Westervelt 2020).  

The creation of Hoovervilles became politically symbolic of the US government’s failure 

to provide a social safety net for its citizens.  Many charities aimed to assist those living 

in Hoovervilles but only offered shelters considered to be substandard (Demirel 2009); 
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shelters were, in short, ill-equipped to provide clean and safe housing for everyone 

(Demirel 2009).  During this time, the first Social Security Act and the Fair Labour 

Standards Act were also signed into law.  Many scholars credit the Social Security Act as 

the groundwork for today’s welfare system in the US (Quadagno 1984, 1994; Davies and 

Derthick 1997; DeWitt 2010).  However, the Fair Labour Standards Act did not change 

employment standards for all populations working.  The jobs that remained unregulated 

were often disproportionately available to and therefore employed by minority 

populations.  Consequently, only certain populations could benefit from the Fair Labour 

Standards Act, which in turn impacted who could afford housing and where.    

Migration and segregated housing 

During World War II, many west-coast cities in the US experienced an influx of Black 

migrant workers coming from southern states to work in shipyards (Taylor 1981; 

Wilkerson 2010; Rothstein 2017).  With such rapid growth in population, housing became 

scarce and was not built fast enough to house all the migrant workers.   The federal 

government intervened with public housing designed to be segregated and had different 

standards for different populations (Rothstein 2017; Ware 2021).  Black public housing 

was poorly constructed and was built to be temporary, while the housing for white workers 

was built closer to their jobs and designed to be permanent (Rothstein 2017).   

After World War II, the US had experienced many years of designing racially segregated 

public housing (Rothstein 2017).  Additionally, by the 1950s, the federal government had 

created more rules restricting where Black, Indigenous peoples, and other minority-

population workers could rent or buy homes (Rothstein 2017; Ware 2021).   Without other 

options, many workers from racial minority populations remained in cardboard shacks, 

barns, tents, or open fields on public lands (Rothstein 2017).  By the 1960s, the federal 

government significantly reduced the supply of social housing (Crump 2002; Goetz 2013) 

and made cuts to the basic income supplied by welfare programmes (Marcuse 1988).   The 

federal government also neglected to maintain existing public housing (Marcuse 1988; 

Rothstein 2017), increasing specialised housing and establishing shelters in its place 

(Herring and Lutz 2015).   
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Black, Indigenous, and people of colour1 (BIPOC) communities were not allowed to 

purchase single-family homes at this time (Ware 2021).  The inability to purchase homes 

impacted which populations were more likely to remain in poverty and not accumulate 

generational wealth (Rothstein 2017; Darity et al. 2018; Wiltz 2019).   The gap in accrued 

wealth resulting from these government policies continued to reflect the lack of 

accumulated wealth of different populations in 2016.  According to Ware (2021; p 93), 

“in 2016, the median [B]lack family wealth was $13,460, less than 10 per cent of the 

counterpart $142,180 white family wealth.”  Housing policy in the US is about more than 

the ability for people to have a place to live.   Instead, it has been deeply rooted in the 

prohibition for mainly Black and Indigenous populations to enjoy a certain quality of life 

and generate and obtain a certain level of generational wealth (Fullilove 2016).    

McKinney Vento Act  

By 1982, emergency shelter beds were primarily congregated shelters hosted by churches 

(HUD 1984).  In 1984, the Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) conducted their first study of shelter efforts in the US (HUD 1984).  Their findings 

concluded that most shelters required religious participation and departure early in the 

morning.  Also, most people utilising shelters were identified as male (HUD 1984).  At 

this point, homelessness was no longer comprised of single adults; it also included 

families with children and unaccompanied young adults (Shlay and Rossi 1992).  

Emergency shelters warehoused the homeless population without effectively alleviating 

homelessness (Hoch 2000).   Local governments and private religious charities led the 

response to homelessness until this point (Sparks 2012).   This changed with the passing 

of the Stewart B. McKinney Homelessness Assistance Act of 1987 by the federal 

government (Congress) (Spark 2012).    

According to Sparks (2012), The McKinney Assistance Act of 1987 initiated the shift in 

implementing homeless policy from the national scale to the local.  It required cities to 

create 10-year plans to end homelessness.  Later, the Act was amended and became known 

 
1 Black and Indigenous populations are often referred to separately from other people of colour because of 

how different these populations experience inequality compared to other populations of people of colour. 
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as the McKinney Vento Act (MVA).  Sparks (2012) argues that the MVA had also 

changed the understanding of the “many and complex” causes of homelessness, 

narrowing it to medicalised issues (Sparks 2017).  Consequently, “it blamed the homeless 

and not the system” (Sparks 2012: 1515).   

Continuum of Care  

One of the notable amendments of the MVA was the implementation of the Continuum 

of Care (CoC) programme administered by the federal government.  CoC prioritises 

rehabilitation services and assists in entering/re-entering the workforce with people 

experiencing homelessness (Peck 2001).  These services operate as a multi-tier homeless 

assistance system created to improve access to services as people move through the 

different tiers toward stable housing (Goodfellow and Parish 2000).    

However, some scholars argue that CoC shifted federal funding from emergency shelters 

to “self-sufficiency” services, such as substance abuse counselling, personal life skills, 

and workforce training (Katz 1989 cited in Sparks 2012; Harris 2017).   This shift moved 

funding from a needs-based model to a competitive process where cities and non-profits 

had to pitch their frameworks in addressing homelessness to align with federal outcomes 

rather than on local needs (United States Conference of Mayors 2006; Diaz et al. 2008; 

Sparks 2012, 2017).    

While funding shifted away from emergency shelters, people experiencing homelessness 

often turned to other forms of informal housing to meet their needs. As a result, homeless 

encampments became more visible around the US (Heben 2014).  In the early 2000s, 

some cities, especially Seattle, had more than one legalised homeless encampment.  These 

legalised homeless encampments were often referred to as “Tent-City.”  Tent-cities that 

were not legalised ran the risk of eviction or what was later termed “sweeping” by the 

police (ACLU 2021).  Sweeping occurred when police arrived without warning or 

resources for accommodation or social services to remove people and their belongings 

from the encampment.  The legalisation of tent-cities by local authorities has been debated 

by scholars and the general public as both a helpful and detrimental long-term response 

(Loftus-Farren 2011; Sparks 2012; Harris 2017; Kim Hawkins Jr and Oron 2018).  The 
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1990s were also when cities also tried to address homelessness by criminalising homeless 

behaviours (Wagner and Gilman 2012; Herring 2014; Rankin 2019).  

Competitive 10-year plans 

In the 1990s-2000s, federal policies around poverty and housing have deepened economic 

inequality and worsened the reliance on the private housing market (Sparks 2017).  Cities 

continued to see a rise in homelessness in the 2000s, and with it, an increase in the 

visibility of encampments.  The media portrayed these encampments as symbolic of the 

broader economic downturn and a symbol of exceptional times (Herring and Lutz 2015).  

However, most of these homeless camps were established well before the recession and 

increased after the economy recovered (Herring and Lutz 2015).  Cities adopted different 

enumeration methods to estimate the scale of the local homeless population.  Afterwards, 

cities were required to adopt interventions to address local issues aligned with national 

aims of reducing homelessness.  Cities like Seattle relied on local, private philanthropy 

and were influenced by local activism to address homelessness issues, further discussed 

below.   

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SEATTLE’S HOMELESSNESS POLICIES 

AND RESPONSES 

Seattle is named after the Dxʷdəwʔabš, (Duwamish) Chief Si'ahl's (City of Seattle 2021a).  

While the name of the city recognises the presence of the Duwamish people, this tribe still 

does not have tribal recognition from the federal government (further explored in Chapter 

3).  Seattle’s evolution into the global city it is today encompasses the Indigenous peoples’ 

traditional trading routes, settlers, treaties, and an economy focused on industrialisation 

and technology.  While the city has economically prospered and brought new 

opportunities to new arrivals, it has continuously left many populations behind and with 

limited prospects.   

By 1905, Seattle began rapidly building single-room occupancy (SRO) apartments to keep 

up with the needs of workers coming into the area because of Seattle’s increasing 

industrial centre.  During this time, population grew exponentially from roughly 3,500 

settlers in 1880’s to 237,194 in 1910. Informal housing settlements were being created by 
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workers new to the area and were expanding in population and area quickly (Banel 2016). 

These large  informal housing settlements were publicised and described in the Seattle 

Times as a “Shacktown” (Banel 2016; Platt 2019).  The media and public became 

increasingly concerned with hygiene at this settlement. The settlement was made up of 

makeshift housing and was an area of concern for diseases like cholera and tuberculosis 

(Banel 2016).  Eventually, the local government ordered the area to be vacated and burned 

down (Banel 2016).  It is unclear where people moved to and if the government gave any 

support.  However, the persistence of encampments continued in pace with the housing 

shortage.    

Seattle was left to address homelessness as they saw fit without federal funding.  The 

focus in Seattle then turned to employment opportunities leading the way out of homeless 

encampments.  Around this time, both Seattle Housing Authority and King County 

Housing Authority were created to help with housing efforts and policies (Banel 2016).    

1940s-1970s 

In the 1940s, Seattle offered many opportunities for employment in the defence industry 

(Taylor 1981).  This brought 25,000 Black and other minority groups from southern states 

to the Pacific Northwest (Taylor 1981; Wilkerson 2010).  This second wave of migration 

brought more people, transforming race relations within the Pacific Northwest (Taylor 

1981).  The large influx of people strained housing resources and employment practices 

(Taylor 1981).  Racial tensions began to rise because of the growth of different 

populations and disputes between settlers and local Indigenous tribes.  

Seattle, at this time, also had racial housing deed restrictions validated by the national 

government (Gregory 2006; SCRLHP 2021), which meant that many neighbourhoods 

prohibited non-whites from purchasing land in specific areas or renting there.   This made 

it even more difficult for those who were not white to obtain housing in Seattle.  Many 

people from racial minority populations were forced to sleep rough or continue living in 

informal housing structures like tents, shacks, and under tarps (Rothstein 2017).    
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Although Seattle had established a Housing Authority, public housing was still limited.   

Day labour jobs were close to the Shacktowns in the city centre (ibid, 2016), and 

eventually, wages from these jobs allowed most people to move out of Shacktowns and 

into SRO housing.  However, because of national policies created in the 1950s around 

single-family home restrictions and the restrictions on renting, it was still harder for many 

racial minority groups to find housing due to racial discrimination.  These single-family 

home restrictions from the 1950s are argued to be a reason for the city’s housing shortage 

today (Moser 2015).  It would not be until 1968 that the Fair Housing Act made it illegal 

to discriminate based on race for the sale and renting of housing (Pintoff 2000; Donohoe 

2004; GHCA 2021).  

Changes were made in eligibility for public housing, putting even more strain on available 

housing in Seattle.  Then, only a few years later, in 1970, Seattle saw a subsequent increase 

in homelessness (O’Connell 2003; Demirel 2016).  This corresponded with the country-

wide policy to encourage relocating Indigenous peoples to urban areas who later became 

homeless because of the lack of jobs and available housing (further explored in Chapter 

3).  Even though the Fair Housing Act had been enacted nationally, it was not until the 

1970s that Seattle passed a housing law declaring discrimination to be illegal (Dumas 

2011).  It is also estimated that during this period, a majority of low-income housing was 

removed and never replaced (Demirel 2016).   

1980-1990s Recession and grassroots recovery 

In the 1980s, Seattle catered to the outcomes and requirements set at the national level 

(Sparks 2012).  In 1987, Seattle began to specifically address rough sleepers because the 

city was competing for investors (Gibson 2004).  During this time, many local private 

affordable landlords decided to “opt-out” of the state's tenant subsidies (affordable rental 

programmes).  In 1990, Seattle’s first established and politically organised encampment 

led by people experiencing homelessness was created and known as the Seattle Housing 

and Resource Effort (SHARE) (SHARE 2021).  As homelessness continued to rise well 

into the 2000s, SHARE established many encampments, later known as tent-cities (1-8), 
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around Seattle and King County2 (SHARE 2021).  National policy implementation of 

CoC impacted Seattle’s allocation of homeless financial resources.  This changed how 

Seattle competed for federal funding and how homeless service providers could apply for 

funding.  

2000’s 10-year plans and responses 

In 2005, city officials tried to reduce the city’s budget for emergency shelter from 70% of 

the city’s homelessness budget to 10-15% to move more funds to transitional housing 

(Harris 2017).  Advocates argued that there was no evidence of a declining need for 

emergency shelters and that cutting significant funding should only be done if there was 

evidence to support their decision (Harris 2017).  

According to Norimine (2017), in 2006, while the homelessness population was still 

increasing, a report published by Seattle and King County showed that the homeless 

population was more susceptible by 50 per cent to die from an accident; eight times more 

likely to commit suicide; and are thirteen times more likely to be murdered than the 

general population.  The National Health Care for the Homeless Council research suggests 

that people experiencing homelessness in the US are three to four times more likely to die 

prematurely than the general population (O’Connell 2005).  Even with these published 

statistics regarding the vulnerability of being homeless, the city found that in early 2007 

there was a decrease in people living in transitional and emergency shelters, but a rise in 

rough sleepers (SKCCH 2007; Norimine 2017).  It is unclear whether the rise of rough 

sleepers was due to a lack of accessibility to shelters or personal preference.   

In 2008, sizeable homeless encampment “sweeps” began (Bernard 2015; 

MyNorthwest.org 2016).  These “sweeps” forced entire encampments of 100+ people to 

vacate their encampments with little or no notice or resources for finding emergency 

shelter (Rankin 2019).  Sometimes belongings, including tents, were confiscated and 

thrown away (Brownstone 2020).  A church attempted to intervene and sued Seattle for 

 
2 King County:  Seattle resides within King County.  King County and Seattle often have overlapping 

programmes, policies, and funding for housing and homelessness.   Homelessness data for Seattle is 

reported together with King County because most of the homeless population in King County resides in 

Seattle (All Home 2020).    
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not allowing them a permit to host a homeless encampment on their property.  This case 

went to King County Superior Court and was ruled to violate religious land use.  This 

marked a turning point for homeless encampments as they would then be allowed to set 

up encampments on a hosted religious property for more extended period (Sparks 2012; 

Heben 2014).  The permits allocated to specific tent-cities allowed them to stay on church-

sponsored private property for no longer than 90 days and only once in the same location 

over a year (Sparks 2017).  While the city of Seattle addressed tent-cities, at the national 

level, the government required cities to come up with 10-year plans to end homelessness.   

The 10-year plan focused on those who were “high service users 3 ”: people who 

experienced homelessness for extended periods of time and needed more resources and 

support to move-out of homelessness (Sparks 2017).  Seattle had to initiate a 10-year plan 

and also decided to make outcomes measurable/quantifiable because of federal 

requirements.  With this data collection, some would argue that it required using spatial 

management to measure the issue of homelessness (Sparks 2012; Herring and Lutz 2015).  

Spatial management meant forcing people experiencing homelessness to remain in certain 

areas and exclude them from certain areas to monitor them (Bancroft 2012).   

In 2012, with the rise in families becoming homeless, King County/Seattle streamlined 

access to family emergency shelter and housing programmes (Lester 2013).  This process 

became known as Family Housing Connection (FHC), which Catholic Community 

Services (direct service provider) operated.  Before creating FHC, families would have to 

call individual emergency shelters looking for space at a shelter across King County and 

be added to different waiting lists (Ryan 2015).  It would be rare that immediate space 

would be available at an emergency shelter for families (Ryan 2015).  It was reported 

through a programme evaluation that families were waiting for more than a year in King 

County/Seattle for emergency shelter (Focus Strategies 2016).  The waiting list became 

too long at the end of 2013, requiring FHC to change their eligibility to those literally 

 
3 Service user:   Someone experiencing homelessness who utilises homelessness services and 

programmes. 
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homeless and no longer included those who were couch surfing or about to become 

homeless within 14 days (Burkhalter 2015).  

Seattle’s mayor and city council were advised not to allow self-managed tent-cites on city 

property by the Federal Director of the Interagency Council on Homelessness, who argued 

that the money being spent on tent-cities should be going towards lasting housing and 

service-based solutions (Poppe 2013; Harris 2017).  The following year, in 2014, the City 

of Seattle passed an ordinance “allowing transitional housing encampments to be legally 

sited on private and public land within the city of Seattle” (Sparks 2017; 328).  According 

to the mayor, the allowance was because available emergency shelter was not meeting the 

population’s needs (City of Seattle 2015; Sparks 2017).  However, the population’s needs 

were never expanded on, and utilisation rates were never mentioned.  This new ordinance 

allowed specific encampments to stay longer in restricted places and provided some basic 

amenities to these encampments (toilets, bus passes, and partnership with non-profit for 

case management) (Loftus-Farren 2011; Heben 2014).  

Mayor Ed Murray declared a state of emergency on homelessness in 2015 because of the 

continued rise in homelessness (Office of the Mayor 2015).  Declaring a state of 

emergency allowed for more local administrative authority and flexibility for services and 

funding resources (City of Seattle 2015).  This also allowed new investment in the illegal 

homeless encampments by funding outreach and support services.  In circumstances 

where dwellings were unsafe, the city said they would send out an outreach worker, 

medical professionals, and crisis-certified Seattle police officers (Mayor Murray 2015).  

After the state of emergency was declared in 2015, it was estimated that the city was 

spending 1 million dollars removing homeless encampments and belongings while not 

providing any additional resources or emergency shelter options (Councilmember Sawant 

2016).  Seattle continues to justify “sweeps” by declaring homeless encampments dangers 

to public safety and health (Jayword 2017; Barnett 2021).  The rate of homeless 

encampment removals has primarily remained consistent until COVID-19 (Barnett 2021).   

Even at the start of the pandemic (COVID-19), it was reported that the city had authorised 

15 encampment removals/sweeps in 17 days (Shik Kim Jr and Oron 2020).   
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After the 10-year plan failed and the homeless population still rose, a third party, Focus 

Strategies, evaluated King County and Seattle’s “homelessness system”.  Focus Strategies 

(2016) suggested that funding be allocated by outcomes produced by non-profits, which 

often measured the programme’s success by the type of housing people were able to move 

into and how long they remained housed.  The Coordinated Entry for All (CEA) was 

established in 2016, which was meant to improve records of who was accessing 

shelters/housing resources and how effective certain programmes were.  Along with the 

launch of CEA, King County adopted a points system to help prioritise people into 

housing programmes.  The points system adopted was the Vulnerable Index-Service 

Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (Cronley 2021).  There was concern from 

providers that the scoring system was racially and gender-biased (Cronley 2021).   

However, the city and county moved forward, explaining that it was needed to help 

prioritise and move towards an evidence-based system (King County 2020).    

Meanwhile, as all these changes were happening in Seattle, high-profile gun violence 

broke out in an unauthorised illegal homeless encampment, referred to as the “Jungle.”  

Two people were killed, and three were wounded in the shooting (Clarridge and Lee 2016).  

This again prompted conversations about the safety and criminalisation of homelessness.   

Washington state, by 2015, had found 288 new ways to criminalise visible homelessness 

in public spaces (Bernard 2015; Rankin 2015).  In 2016, the city turned to “anti-homeless” 

architecture and landscaping to deter the emergence of new and old tent-cities (Lacitis 

2016; Cohen 2018).  As part of the determent, “sweeps” of unsanctioned encampments 

continued, as did the displacement of people experiencing homelessness (Rankin 2019).    

With no alternative of where to go when asked to move by police, many people sleeping 

rough have been pushed to create encampments and sleep in less visible areas.  “Sweeps” 

are a costly response to homelessness that neither improves access to housing nor health 

(Olsen 2017; Hawkins Jr and Oron 2018; Rankin 2019).  The amount of money spent to 

address homelessness in King County in 2017 was estimated at around $195 million 

(Greenstone 2017), including federal, state, county, city, and local private philanthropic 

spending. This spending has increased over the years as the homelessness population also 

increased (Beekman and Brownstone 2019).  Current estimates suggest that it will cost 
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$11 billion over the next decade to address homelessness in Seattle/King County (Maritz 

and Wagle 2020).   

The following section explores homeless enumeration data in Seattle/King County, the 

range of responses to homelessness, and the types of accommodation options available 

for someone experiencing homelessness in Seattle/King County. 

PROFILE OF SEATTLE’S HOMELESS POPULATION  

This section discusses Seattle/ King County’s demographic trends of the homeless 

population.  As mentioned in Chapter 1, Seattle is home to the third-largest homeless 

population in the US (Varma 2018).  While the size of the homeless population gives 

context to the scale of the issue, it is equally important to look at the demographics of the 

homeless population in Seattle to help understand who is experiencing homelessness to 

give context to the inequality and disparities within homelessness.  According to the 2020 

federally mandated point-in-time count (PITC), 11,751 people were experiencing 

homelessness in Seattle/King County (All Home 2020).  The size of the homeless 

population is disproportionate to the size of the general population (724,305) of Seattle 

(Varma 2018; Census 2019).  

It was reported that 47% of people who are experiencing homelessness in Seattle/King 

County were unsheltered (sleeping rough and in vehicles) (All Home 2020).  Surveys 

from the PITC (All Home 2020) reported that 29% of people were chronically homeless, 

which is defined as an individual/household with a disabling condition who has either 

experienced homelessness continuously for at least a year or who has experienced 

homelessness four or more times in three years (Federal Register 2015),  meaning, that 

many people were experiencing homelessness in Seattle for the first time.  Thus, it was 

also reported that of those chronically homeless, 59% were sleeping rough and most likely 

have for a prolonged amount of time.   

Among the rough-sleeper population, 69% were people fleeing domestic violence (All 

Home 2020).  The majority (72%) of the homeless population were over the age of 25 
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(All Home 2020).  Males continue to be the majority (56%) of the homeless population.  

Similarly, All Home (2020; 32) described that,  

“54% of individuals experiencing homelessness self-report suffering from a 

psychiatric or emotional condition such as depression or schizophrenia.  Of those 

individuals suffering from a psychiatric or emotional condition, 67% state their 

condition keeps them from holding a job, living in stable housing, or taking care of 

themselves.”  

Families with children make up 3,743 people experiencing homelessness in Seattle/King 

County (All Home 2020).  Roughly 71% of families with children were sheltered, and 

29% were unsheltered (sleeping rough/outdoors/vehicles) (All Home 2020).   

Disparities are evident in the racial demographics of who is experiencing homelessness 

in Seattle/King County.  According to All Home (2020), 47% of those experiencing 

homelessness are White, 25% are Black/ African-American, 2% are Asian, 15% are 

American Indian/ Alaska Native, 4% are Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. To 

help contextualise the disparities, according to US Census (2021) data of Washington 

state: 78.5% of the total general population is White, while Black/ African-American 

make up 4.4%, Asians are 9.6%, and American Indian and Alaska Native make 1.9%, 

0.8% are Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander (Census 2021). Therefore, the rough 

sleeping population of Seattle is likely to have experienced violence, be male, be over the 

age of 25, be suffering from a psychiatric or emotional condition, and be BIPOC.  

ACCOMMODATION OPTIONS  

A slight majority of Seattle’s homeless population is likely to be utilising emergency 

shelter accommodation options than rough sleeping.  This section examines Seattle’s most 

used and accessible emergency accommodation options available to people experiencing 

homelessness, how they are accessed, and the reported environmental conditions of those 

options.   
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Homeless encampments 

For many people experiencing homelessness, accessing different programmes is a barrier  

(All Home 2020).  The 2020 PITC shows that many people were sleeping rough and not 

utilising an emergency shelter or other housing programmes/services (All Home 2020).  

Many people were counted sleeping in abandoned buildings, rough sleeping sometimes 

with a tent and sometimes with a makeshift covering [tarp], or just a sleeping bag.  Many 

people who utilised tents would sleep in clusters; these were referred to as homeless 

encampments.  There are legalised encampments (locally referred to as “sanctioned”), and 

there are illegal encampments (unsanctioned encampments).  Legalised encampments 

were given legal permission and permits necessary to accommodate their tents in specific 

areas for an allocated amount of time and were regulated by the local government 

(Homelessness Response 2018).  According to the PITC (All Home 2020), 2,012 people 

were sleeping unsheltered of which, 805 people were sleeping rough, and 1,207 were 

sleeping in unsanctioned (illegal) homeless encampments.  Unsanctioned homeless 

encampments vary in size; some can be just one person, while others are large and 

established homeless encampments with around 336 people and 201 structures (Young 

and Coleman 2016).   

Emergency Shelters 

Faith-based organisations provide many shelters in the US (Levy et al. 2017; Mejido 

Costoya and Breen 2021).  Washington State Law (RCW 36.01.290) does not require 

religious organisations to be authorised to meet specific hygiene requirements to host 

homeless populations.  Instead, most of the state’s law focuses on providing fire safety, 

heating, access to water to wash hands, and toilets (Seattle & King County 2005; 

Washington State Legislature 2021).  Beyond these requirements, there are no other 

hygiene-related regulations under RCW 36.01.290 law.  This is not to say that all shelters 

provided by religious organisations are subpar or unhygienic; instead, they are not 

regulated in the same way as other health and safety establishments that need permits to 

exist:  meaning it is difficult for people who utilise the establishments to file an official 

complaint about the environment, hygiene, or services provided. 
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There are three distinct categories of emergency shelters in Seattle.  Firstly, there are basic 

shelters, shared open spaces with mats on the floor and sometimes cots or bunk beds.  

These basic shelters are usually high-density congregate shelters with little privacy or 

space between beds and people (Colburn et al. 2020).  Basic shelters are often hosted in 

public buildings utilised during the day (City of Seattle 2021b).  To access many of these 

basic shelters, people must agree to terms that include-- ban on alcohol, drugs, fighting, 

and strict arrival and departure times (Varma 2018).  In partnership with Salvation Army, 

Seattle City Hall operates one of the larger basic shelters that often requires people to 

leave by 05:30 am to have time to prepare for the actual daily functions of the building 

(Varma 2018).  This shelter, like others, also does not have basic facilities for showering, 

cooking, or laundry (Varma 2018).  Basic shelters vary in size, how much case 

management they provide, and how much participation is required in different 

programmes.  Generally speaking, most basic shelters provided in government building 

do not cost a person experiencing homelessness money to access. However, there are 

many emergency shelters in King County/ Seattle that do require payment from people 

experiencing homelessness to access. Some shelters charge on a daily basis anywhere 

between $3- $35 (PubliCola 2019) a night, and while other charge a weekly rate $21- $70 

(Brownstone 2019; Seattle Crisis Resource Director 2022). 

To help contextualise the experiences of people staying in many basic shelters, it is helpful 

to look at a report written on those who were moved from basic shelters to hotels during 

COVID-19.  In 2017, before COVID-19, it was reported 964 people were staying in basic 

shelters (Hightower 2021).  During COVID-19, some people were moved into hotels. 

However, many were still staying in basic emergency shelters (Colburn et al. 2020).  

During the pandemic, the city added more congregate shelters to accommodate social 

distancing (Colburn et al. 2020).  Interestingly, Colburn et al.’s (2020) report on the 

Impact of Hotels as Non-Congregate Emergency Shelters found many favourable 

outcomes for those who were moved to hotels, had their own room and were provided 

case management.  Colburn et al. (2020) reported that moving people into hotels 

prevented the spread of COVID-19 outbreaks but also:  
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 “• Increased feelings of stability associated with having access to a consistent 

and private room;  

•  Improved health and well-being as indicated by improved sleep, hygiene, 

mental health, and overall well-being through access to a clean and private 

room with bathroom facilities;  

•  Privacy and lessened anxiety led to reduced interpersonal conflict, as 

evidenced by a decrease in emergency 911 call volume from hotel shelters; 

•  More time to think about and take steps towards future goals such as 

securing permanent housing, a job, or additional education; 

•  Higher exits to permanent housing and indications of greater engagement 

with homeless housing services.” (Colburn et al. 2020; 5) 

The findings of this report suggest that the importance of privacy was beneficial to 

physical health and mental health.  Additionally, case management was found to be crucial 

for engagement and access to housing resources and programmes to help people move 

into a permanent housing option.   

Secondly, enhanced shelters are also typically limited to shared bedrooms with single 

beds or bunk beds and limited privacy that also provide caseworker support.  As 

mentioned before, Seattle has converted the use of different buildings and building sites 

to host spaces for people to sleep.  It has converted the lobby of government buildings, 

large halls in hospitals (King County 2019), the parking lots of churches and warehouses.  

However, the most controversial conversion was the use of county jail as enhanced shelter 

(Golden 2018).  The controversy often rests on the argument that these populations 

(incarcerated, BIPOC, and homeless) are often already negatively linked (Golden 2018).  

The enhanced shelter model is meant to remove several barriers for people transitioning 

from rough sleeping into housing.  Enhanced shelters hope to remove barriers by 

operating a 24/7 on-site support service and intensive case management with flexible 

arrival and departure times (King County 2019).  Enhanced shelters operate on the basis 

that safe and stable shelter is more effective in addressing the challenges people face when 

trying to secure long-term housing stability.  Some enhanced shelters offer more support 

than just case management, including: meals, hygiene facilities, and connection to health 

services/ professionals (City of Shoreline 2021).  Enhanced shelters tend to have minimal 



23 

 

rules (around violence, weapons, unrestricted use of a substance, and disruptive 

behaviour) and offer more flexibility and choice with engagement in programmes (DESC 

2021).  Although many enhanced shelters do not allow drugs and alcohol in the facility, 

they operate in a harm-reduction approach, reducing the harm associated with substance 

use (DESC 2021).  It is common for enhanced shelters to have on-site, state-licensed 

mental health and substance-use disorder treatment staff and programmes that differ from 

basic shelters’ staff and resources (Varma 2018; DESC 2021).   

It is important to note that emergency shelters for families with children under 18 or 

domestic violence survivors often vary in structure.  However, family shelters are more 

likely to offer more privacy by providing their own apartment, case management, and 

day-care services  (Schoettler 2021; Solid Ground 2021).  

Lastly, legalised (sanctioned) encampments in Seattle are also considered emergency 

shelters, though these are tents and sometimes tiny home structures in outdoor permitted 

spaces (All Home 2020).  According to the PITC (All Home 2020), 156 people stayed in 

legalised (sanctioned) encampments.  The main difference between legal and illegal 

homeless encampments are the services provided with the hosting space and legal 

permission to stay for a specific timeframe (City of Seattle 2019, 2021b, 2021c; Finkes 

2019).  Legalised encampments are provided funding for toilets, meals, caseworkers, Wi-

Fi, tents, and are usually operated with the help of an agency and are entirely operated by 

the people who are staying within the encampments themselves (Sparks 2010; Greenstone 

2018; City of Seattle 2021c).  

Tiny homes/ villages 

Tiny homes/villages offer outdoor, temporary accommodations for unsheltered people.  

Villages offer small house-like structures.  The structures are usually equipped with 

electricity; however, they lack plumbing and sometimes heating.  The lack of plumbing 

and heating have sparked a debate about whether they are fit for human habitation (Poppe 

2013; Lewis 2017; Davila and Greenstone 2018; Singer 2019).  According to federal law, 

they are not fit for human habitation and are not considered shelters by national standards 

(Davila and Greenstone 2018).  Similarly to the sanctioned homeless encampments, tiny 
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homes/ village communities are provided funding from the City of Seattle/King County 

for meal prep areas, hygiene facilities, and case management.  Tiny homes/villages are 

meant to cater to people who have experienced homelessness for extended periods of time 

or for whom basic or enhanced shelters may not be a good fit (City of Seattle 2021c).  

Similarly to enhanced shelters, a successful outcome is considered when people exit the 

programme into their own permanent housing (City of Seattle, 2021c).  Intriguingly, 

according to the Homelessness Response (2019) and Human Management Information 

Systems (2019), tiny home/villages have higher performance outcomes (37%) when it 

comes to moving people into permanent housing in comparison to enhanced (23%) and 

basic (4%) shelters.  The only other housing programmes that outperformed the rate of 

exit to permanent housing were programmes where a successful outcome included 

households prevented from becoming homeless, and households moving from permanent 

supportive housing or another permanent housing option: eviction prevention 

programmes (92%), transitional housing (73%) and rapid rehousing programmes (81%).  

Although the report by Homelessness Response (2019) does not explain the differences 

in outcomes, it could be inferred that the services, especially case management and 

enjoying privacy, were the biggest difference in resources and facilities.  

Vehicle homelessness 

All Home (All Home 2020) reported that during the PITC, 2748 people were sleeping in 

their vehicles.  The number of people sleeping in vehicles has remained above 2000 

people over the last four years (All Home 2020).  Although vehicle homelessness is not a 

programme itself, it is important to note that Seattle/King County do have designated 

“safe parking” in partnership with many interfaith communities (Pruss 2012; Golden 

2019; Pruss and Cheng 2020).  Safe parking is meant to create spaces where people living 

in their vehicle can park without the financial burdens of tickets from law enforcement 

and high parking fees (Pruss 2012).  These designated city-funded spaces are offered at 

different faith community parking lots with access to bathrooms, kitchen and laundry 

facilities, and case management and financial assistance with move-in costs.  However, 
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people would still be sleeping in their vehicles and not indoors.   The City of Seattle set 

aside $250,000 to fund the safe parking initiative in 2019 (Golden 2019).    

Diversion 

Diversion is a housing service that offers people experiencing homelessness a one-time 

financial assistance to circumvent emergency shelters and move directly into either 

permanent housing or a suitable temporary accommodation (City of Seattle 2021c).  This 

programme is usually offered by specific (Regional Access Points) coordinated entry 

points within non-profit organisations.  Some of those organisations do not conduct 

outreach directly to people sleeping rough.  Diversion provides flexible funding for 

financial assistance and case management to assist in finding unconventional solutions to 

the difficulties a person faces in accessing permanent housing (City of Seattle 2021c).  

Diversion often assists people by providing family reunification, mediation with a 

landlord, paying move-in costs, or paying for fees preventing someone from accessing 

housing (rent arrears/debt/ID replacement) (City of Seattle 2021c).  A person successfully 

exits the Diversion programme when they use the one-time assistance to move into a 

housing option and bypass emergency shelter and other long-term housing options (City 

of Seattle 2021c).   

CONCLUSION 

The US and Seattle housing history reviewed above provides context to the current 

housing and homelessness issues and reasons racial inequalities began and continue to 

exist.  Many historical policies have prohibited specific racial groups from owning land 

and housing.  While the US went through decades of explicit racial segregation, those 

laws turned into policies prohibiting specific jobs and where BIPOC people could live 

and the conditions they lived in.  Once it became illegal for housing, employment, and 

banks to discriminate based on race, BIPOC populations had already endured centuries of 

inequality impacting entire generations’ and communities’ abilities to accumulate wealth 

and housing.  Historically, housing and homelessness policies and laws have been based 

on racial segregation, explaining generations of housing insecurity and in part the 

disproportionate risk of homelessness facing BIPOC populations in the US.  
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Many of the current policy responses to homelessness mirror the distinct phases and 

history that the US and Seattle have already implemented and evaluated.  The involvement 

of the church, the focus on self-sufficiency and the reliance on employment and private 

housing options to help people out of homelessness were all examined at some point and 

proved to be effective for only some.  While Seattle offers employment opportunities in 

the technology industry for many, economic inequalities continue to emerge.  Housing 

affordability is a long-standing issue in Seattle, yet little has been done to increase the 

affordable housing stock to keep up with the demand.  Many of the housing programmes 

that people experiencing homelessness are referred to continue to rely on the constrained 

private housing market.   

There remains a gap in research about the specific conditions and environments of 

emergency shelters and housing programme facilities across Seattle; so too how they 

influence the decision-making process and experience for diverse groups within the 

homeless population. In order to better understand and to better create emergency 

accommodation responses for all people, it is apposite to start with those who are most 

marginalised, overrepresented, and disengaged with shelter programmes. While many 

different emergency shelter options exist in Seattle and different housing programmes 

operate, homelessness continues to rise, and racial disparities persist. Little is known 

about how distinct populations experience different emergency accommodation options.  

This chapter provided the context needed to understand the policy responses and 

implications for current homelessness data trends.  It has provided an overview of the 

most common emergency accommodation options available to people experiencing 

homelessness.  The next chapter will contextualise the history of Indigenous peoples in 

the US and specifically discuss broader literature on Indigenous urban homelessness to 

frame the first and second research questions focused on Indigenous peoples’ 

homelessness experiences in Seattle.  
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Chapter 3: A HISTORY OF COLONIALISM AND 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ EXPERIENCES IN THE 

US 

INTRODUCTION 

Many Indigenous peoples experienced forced changes to their communities, 

environments, and identity when European settlers arrived in the US.  Indigenous peoples 

were promised support and protection by the US government in exchange for their lands 

and compensation for forced removal from their homelands (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 

2018).  This chapter gives context to the forced migration, assimilation, and dissociation 

through federal policy that several tribes experienced across the US while highlighting 

structural inequalities.  This chapter is concerned with the extent to which US colonialism 

can explain the disproportionate risk of homelessness among Indigenous peoples.  First, 

the chapter provides context to how forced migration and assimilation led to a long history 

of distrust in the federal government programmes.  Secondly, the chapter discusses 

attempts to shape Indigenous peoples' identity through policies and laws.  Thirdly, 

Indigenous peoples' economic, health and social indicators are discussed.  Finally, the 

chapter concludes by reviewing existing literature on US urban Indigenous peoples' 

homelessness experiences.    

FORCED MIGRATION 

The US history of wars and battles fought with and against different tribes is complex 

(Pevar 2012).  Different tribes held power and some authority until the 1700s.  However, 

diseases had killed many Indigenous peoples, and the balance of power shifted after the 

American Revolutionary War (Pevar 2012; Lakomäki 2017).  Several tribes fought 

against forced removal from their homelands, but they were often outnumbered and not 

equipped with the same firearms or able to survive the diseases brought by the settlers 

(Pevar 2012).  Before the tribes were forced to move further west, tribes had been expelled 

from regions, their villages burned down, and crops destroyed by settlers (Dippel 2014).  

Nationwide demands to force migration of Indigenous peoples west occurred in the 1810s 
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and 1820s (Lakomäki 2017).  One of the most notable forced migrations would happen in 

1830 with the Indian Removal Act. 

Relocation 

The Indian Removal Act of 1830 forced tribes to migrate to “unused” lands elsewhere 

and allowed the lands they had occupied to be opened to settlers (Wilkinson and Biggs 

1977).  Wilkinson and Briggs (1977) described Indigenous consent for these policies as 

gained by "brute force, bribery, corruption and trickery" (Wilkinson and Biggs, 1977: 

141).  These tactics would be replicated for generations through different policies and 

unmet treaties.  Most Native American reservations were formed by the 1890s (Dippel 

2014).  The creation of reservations by the US federal government was to "maximise the 

amount of land that could be freed up for settlement and to be able to monitor Native-

Americans once they were on the reservation easily" (Dippel 2014; 2136).  The federal 

government controlled where Indigenous peoples could go and what they ate by enforcing 

food rations for tribes who used to hunt (National Library of Medicine 2019).  Some 

reservations are the remainder of a tribe's original land, and others are a reminder of the 

federal government requiring Indigenous communities to relocate to new lands.  Once 

settlers continued westward, there was no more land for the government to force tribes to 

move to, and Indigenous owned territory shrank to smaller allotments known as 

reservations in most areas (Pevar 2012).  Although Indigenous peoples strove to preserve 

traditional ways of life, resettlement on reservations had changed the way of life for many. 

Governing Indigenous Peoples (1890s- 1940s) 

The US government forced some formerly feuding tribes to live together in small 

reservations with few resources (Dippel 2014).   This depleted resources quickly and made 

many tribes look to other means of survival away from reservations.  Seeking resources 

and opportunities away from the reservation would continue for centuries later.  In 

addition, the federal government limited tribes' jurisdiction of certain crimes committed 

on Indigenous land by non-Natives.  This decision is still currently the case for governing 

on reservations.  US Department of Housing and Urban Development (Levy et al. 2017) 

believe this decision impacted tribal members' distrust of the justice system.  Indigenous 



29 

 

peoples' long history of unmet treaties and brute military force has contributed to their 

distrust of federal government programmes and services.   

There was growing public criticism of the federal government's policies towards 

Indigenous peoples and a developing sentiment favouring restoring tribal independence 

(Pevar 2012).  During this time, the Indian Reorganizing Act was created to rehabilitate 

Indigenous economic life by "increasing the Indian influence in the management of 

federal Indian programmes" (Pevar 2012; 11).  However, the tolerant intentions of the 

Indian Reorganization Act were short-lived.  Under a new federal administration, it was 

recommended that Indigenous peoples fully integrate into settler society.  Consequently, 

this Act led to the termination of the federal government's trust relationship with many 

tribes, meaning that the bargained and agreed upon benefits and resources were also 

removed (Pevar 2012). 

Indian Termination Policy (1950s-1960s) 

The Indian Termination Policy of the 1950s-1960s forced tribes to assimilate into urban 

areas away from rural reservations (Wilkinson and Biggs 1977; Wuensch 1990).  The 

termination policy attempted to disband tribes and sell off their land through forced 

assimilation (Native Voices 2022). The pressure of assimilation sought to terminate the  

federal-tribe relationship that gives special status to certain tribes  (Wilkinson and Biggs 

1977). Essentially, termination attempted to end any tribal and government relationship, 

which would mean eliminating reservations, treaties, and “leaving tribes relationships up 

to states with no federal support or restrictions” (Wilkinson and Biggs 1977; 140). 

According to Wilkinson and Biggs (1977), The Indian Termination Policy has been 

described as "vicious" and "racist" (citing Burnette 1974; Cohen 1953) whilst framed to 

be about "democracy and justice" (citing Watkins 1957).  The Indian Termination Policy 

is understood to be a continuation of federal Indian policy that had aimed to either 

assimilate or separate tribes from the rest of US society. The Indian Termination Policy 

was another attempt for the federal government to control Indigenous peoples by 

enforcing their assimilation and attempting to rid of tribal status and reservation land 

(Burhansstipanov 2000).  The government argued it was a way for Native Americans to 
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enjoy opportunities for jobs and housing in urban areas (Burhansstipanov 2000).  

However, many Indigenous peoples moved back to the reservation because they soon 

found these promises and incentives were empty (Pevar 2012). It was during the 

termination period that nearly 109 tribes and bans were terminated (Wilkerson and Biggs 

1977). Termination ended the relationships between many tribes and federal governments 

almost completely and transferred powers over to the individual states (Wilkerson and 

Biggs 152).  Many of the protections several tribes had in their federal treaties, such as 

exemptions from state taxing, federal housing, training, and recreation programmes, were 

no longer upheld in tribes relationships with individual states (Wilkerson and Biggs 1977).  

As result of The Indian Termination Policy, terminated tribes were “effectively stripped 

of their broad power to act as governments” (Wilkerson and Biggs 1977; 154). The Indian 

Termination Policy was one of the numerous assimilation policies enforced on many 

tribes that would affect their relationship to their surroundings, community, and identity.  

Thus, it can be understood through the history of public and social policies why there is a 

prolonged distrust in government policies among many Indigenous communities.  Their 

long history of forced migration, assimilation and unmet treaties aids to contextualise why 

preservation of community and culture is especially important among Indigenous peoples.  

SHAPING INDIGENOUS IDENTITY 

Throughout history, many settlers villainised Indigenous peoples' identities using religion 

(Murphy 2003).  As mentioned previously, numerous historically traumatic events 

occurred during European colonisation of the US; for many Indigenous peoples, this 

meant generations of forced conversion, assimilation, and collective loss of family and 

culture.   Indigenous peoples in the US endured government policies that were created on 

the premise that "Whites" were superior to "Indians" and where Indigenous peoples were 

often depicted as “savage” and “uncivilised” (Deloria 1988; Bombay et al. 2014).  Once 

settlers had reached the west coast, federal policies had already been enacted, affecting 

Indigenous peoples' identity by controlling their rights to lands, food sources, autonomy, 

and family formations.  The federal government continued attempting to control 

Indigenous identity through policies and laws to control Indigenous population growth 

and treaties with certain tribes.  As a consequence of federal laws and policies, many 
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Indigenous communities endured several generations of trauma and are continuing to 

advocate for federal recognition of tribal status and federal government responsibility to 

uphold treaties.       

Historical trauma and identity 

Different colonising groups believed that Indigenous peoples were not fully human until 

they no longer practised Indigenous cultures (Wuensch 1990; Smith 2009; Murphy 2014; 

Coughlin 2020).  The federal government debated whether physical genocide was cheaper 

than cultural genocide (Smith 2009).  Similar to other colonised countries, Christian 

missionaries assisted the federal government in removing Indigenous children from their 

communities and placing them in the care of non-Indigenous people (EchoHawk 1997; 

Hanson et al. 2013; O'Sullivan 2016; Christensen 2017).  The government used distinct 

types of social control methods: “force,” “coercion”, “bargaining”, “influence” and a very 

short-lived “tolerance” (Johnsen et al. 2018), through policy and laws that shaped and 

influenced Indigenous identity for decades.  Federally enforced laws were used to separate 

families and to impose assimilation.  For example, Captain Richard Henry Pratt headed 

the first off-reservation residential school for Indigenous children; he was known for 

promoting "kill the Indian, and save the man" (Lomawaima and Ostler 2018). Residential 

schools aimed to leave the children without an Indigenous identity (Little 2017).   

Residential schools prepared Indigenous children for assimilation into the general 

population as servants and manual labourers (Smith 2009; O'Sullivan 2016).  Indigenous 

families were coerced and sometimes forced into sending their children to these boarding 

schools, which were usually far away, or they would face legal consequences (Wilkinson 

and Biggs 1977; EchoHawk 1997).  Most children were not permitted to see their family 

for years at a time (Wilkinson and Biggs 1977). 

Indigenous children were punished harshly in residential schools for practising their 

culture (Hanson et al. 2013).  Many children suffered sexual assault, physical abuse, 

neglect, and sometimes even death from the teachers and staff at residential schools 

(Myhra 2011; Bombay et al. 2014; Christensen 2016; Matheson et al. 2020).  It was also 

common that children were not given adequate food, medical care, and were often 



32 

 

exposed to disease due to the overcrowding in these schools (Smith 2009).  Consequently, 

Indigenous children regularly died in these schools from general medical neglect, 

starvation, and disease (Smith 2009).  In addition, according to Smith (2009) and 

Boarding School Healing Project (2021), Indigenous children at many of these residential 

schools were often expected to carry out punishment on younger children.  

The last schools in the US closed in 1978, with the Indian Child Welfare Act passing, 

allowing Indigenous parents the legal right to refuse children's placement away from the 

reservation (Becker and Wilma 2003).  However, the trauma many Indigenous children 

endured had a lasting impact on future generations of Indigenous communities (Gone 

2009; Bombay et al. 2014; Matheson et al. 2020).  According to Matheson et al. (2020), 

historical trauma involves experiencing the consequences of multiple traumas by one 

group that later influences the emotional, psychological, and physical wellbeing of future 

generations. 

The trauma endured in these schools impacted the identity of many Indigenous peoples 

and eventually the wellbeing of whole communities (Yellow Horse Brave Heart 2003; 

Sotero 2006; Myhra 2011; Matheson et al. 2020).  After residential schools closed, 

historical trauma of separating Indigenous families would continue in a different form 

(further discussed in Foster care and Institutionalisation) (Lawler, Laplante, et al. 2012).   

Controlling Indigenous identity has been used to control Native Americans and overturn 

federal treaties (Wilkinson and Biggs 1977).   

Tribal recognition 

As mentioned, Indigenous peoples' identities were politicised and tied to a colonial past 

by the federal government (Cramer 2005).  "Federal recognition" refers to a US 

governmental term that implies which tribes meet eligibility as a separate political entity 

with which the US government can construct a political relationship (Porter 1983; 

Thornton 1997; Cramer 2005; Engdahl 2021).  The political relationships are in the form 

of treaties.  Tribes that have treaties with the federal government are recognised tribes.  

However, some tribes are state recognised but not federally recognised (Porter 1983).  
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Currently, many tribes still do not have treaties with the US government either by accident, 

design, or a failed attempt to agree to a treaty (Engdahl 2021).  Therefore, unrecognised 

tribes must pursue recognition through petitioning the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and 

Branch of Acknowledgement and Research (Bureau of Indian Affairs 1997).  The BIA 

manages tribal funding, land, law enforcement, health care, education, housing, and the 

overall wellbeing of tribes (Cramer 2005; Allain 2014).  There are more than 560 federally 

recognised tribes in the US (Kalt and Singer 2004) and over 200 unrecognised tribes 

petitioning for recognition (Miller 2004). Though the US government has historically 

disrupted most tribes' way of life by forced migration, and made many tribes share 

reservations (Pevar 2012), the key criterion required for tribal recognition is proof of 

ethnic distinctiveness and political autonomy without disruption for generations 

(O'Malley 2017). 

For tribes to address treaty violations and enter a case to the federal courts, a tribe must 

first be federally recognised (Cramer 2005; Allain 2014).  Justice is especially difficult to 

achieve without federal recognition.  Consequently, many tribes continue to petition for 

recognition because federal acknowledgement brings critical federal financial support, 

access to lands, and sovereignty.  Sovereignty for many Indigenous peoples means 

entitlement to govern themselves and their resources (Kalt and Singer 2004; Pevar 2012).  

Sovereignty would also mean that tribes and their members have the right to govern 

themselves and prioritise what is most important to their community and wellbeing 

(Allain 2014).   

Besides financial support for resources by the federal government, recognition would also 

give tribes access to burial grounds found in traditional lands (Allain 2014).  The ability 

to identify their artwork as authentic American Indigenous art is determined by 

recognition from the federal government as a tribe (Allain 2014).  It would be unlawful 

for unrecognised tribes to sell their artwork as "American Indian Art" (Allain 2014).  In 

some respects, tribal recognition mitigates the continuous erasure of Indigenous peoples 

and Indigenous identity. 
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Federal Trust Responsibility 

The US government agreed to fiduciary duties to federally recognised Indigenous tribes 

(Chambers 1974).  However, the details of the extent of those duties are debated.   

According to the Secretary of the Interior, the US government's Federal Trust 

Responsibility is a legal obligation that originates from the historical relationship between 

the US and Indigenous tribes (The Secretary of the Interior Washington 2009).  The 

Federal Trust Responsibility requires the US Federal government to support Indigenous 

peoples' self-governance and economic prosperity to provide wellbeing, protection, and 

respect for their sovereignty (Wuensch 1990).  However, many tribal communities and 

reservations continue to lack basic infrastructure and resources that impact the wellbeing 

and limit the opportunities available to Indigenous peoples. 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ ECONOMIC AND HEALTH 

INDICATORS AND INSTITUTIONALISATION EXPERIENCE 

Indigenous peoples are subject to the same protections as any other racial/ethnic group of 

citizens in the US; however, they are also entitled to other opportunities and resources as 

Indigenous peoples with treaties and sovereignty (Alba et al. 2003; Culliton-Gonzalez et 

al. 2018).  Although they are entitled to other resources and opportunities, Indigenous 

peoples are positioned at or near the bottom of every US economic, health, and social 

indicator (Alba et al. 2003; Wuensch 1990; Whitbeck, Crawford, and Sittner Hartshorn 

2012).  For example, the first report that surveyed the standard of living on (95) 

reservations reported that the majority of Indigenous peoples were impoverished and had 

not adjusted to the dominant “white” civilisation (Meriam 1928).  The repercussions of 

historical trauma have been argued to explain Indigenous peoples’ economic, health, and 

social indicator rankings (Zerger 2004; Whitbeck, Crawford, and Hartshorn 2012; 

Bombay et al. 2014).  At the same time, the failed delivery of the treaties signed for the 

protection and wellbeing of Indigenous peoples has also accounted for current disparities 

among Indigenous peoples and the general population (Meriam 1928; Culliton-Gonzalez 

et al. 2018).  These, combined with intentionally imposed housing and homelessness 

policies, disenfranchised many Indigenous peoples for generations (Zerger 2004).  This 
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section discusses consequences resulting from historical dispossession of land, family, 

and cultural ties that affect current Indigenous economic, health, and social indicators.    

Economic 

Native Americans experience severe economic disadvantage compared with the US 

general population (Zerger 2004).   They are more likely to experience lower income, 

lower education, and lower employment rates, which can lead to homelessness (Zerger 

2004).  In 2009, the unemployment rate on some Native American reservations was nearly 

80 per cent (Pevar 2012; Zerger 2004).  The conditions of each reservation vary.  Some 

reservations have seen high profits in their established casinos, often improving the 

economic condition considerably for tribal members (Pevar 2012).  However, less than 

15% of Indigenous tribes operate affluent casinos that can deliver "casino payouts", which 

are disbursements of unused profits from the casino to individual tribal members (NIGC 

2015; PWNA 2021).  Still, most reservations remain impoverished (Pevar 2012).  The 

largest employers on reservations are typically tribal and federal governments (Native 

American Aid 2021).  The scarce availability of employment opportunities increases 

unemployment rates and contributes to the number of people living below the federal 

poverty line (Native American Aid 2021).   

Native Americans are less likely than the general population to graduate from high school 

(secondary school) and college (Alba et al. 2003; Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018).  In 

addition, the Native American population average age is younger than the general 

population (Levy et al. 2017) and have larger families with a "higher economic 

dependency index", where the portion of the household is under 16 or over 65 and less 

likely to contribute financially (Zerger 2004).   

A common misconception about Native Americans is that they do not pay taxes (Alba et 

al. 2003: 4); however, each states' taxation differs for tribes and depends on the tribe's 

federal recognition.  In addition, some states regulate Indigenous peoples' ability to act as 

a sovereign nation by limiting tribal government jurisdiction and taxing and regulating 

tribal businesses (Alba et al. 2003).  Taxation is just one example of how convoluted 
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federal, state, and tribal laws can get.  According to Pevar, "[n]o other ethnic group is so 

heavily regulated" (2012; 3).   

In some states, recognised tribes must negotiate with the state to receive a share of 

available grants (Alba et al. 2003).  However, most grants that are made available to 

Native Americans specifically "are only directed towards Indian Country (reservations) 

and not areas with significant Indigenous populations" (Alba et al. 2003:4).  Currently, 

more Indigenous peoples are reported to live in urban areas, which has impacted the 

amount of funding and resources that specialise in outreach and services for Native 

Americans (Norris et al. 2012; Levy and Pindus 2020; Alba et al. 2003; Culliton-Gonzalez 

et al. 2018).  In addition, federal funding for Indigenous peoples and specific tribes is 

regularly determined by population size (Kesslen 2019; Nagle 2020).  However, 

population size is continuously miscounted and misrepresented, which prevents many 

tribes from receiving funding for needed resources for basic infrastructure, services, and 

necessities (Kesslen 2019; Nagle 2020).   

Many Indigenous peoples continue to live on reservations because they are determined to 

preserve their traditions, ancestral lands, culture, and religion, which are often interlinked 

to the reservation (Pevar 2012).  However, high unemployment rates and limited job 

opportunities encourage mobility for opportunity away from the reservation into urban 

areas (Whitbeck et al. 2012).   

Every reservation in the US differs by size, types of natural resources, geographic location, 

tribal politics, and wealth (Zerger 2004).  Poor infrastructure and lack of resources on 

reservations influence why many people leave for urban areas searching for opportunities 

and resources (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Levy and Pindus 2020).  Few studies have 

been conducted on the quality of life for Indigenous peoples on and away from 

reservations (Whitbeck et al.  2012; Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Levy and Pindus 2020).  

Currently, there are about 9.7 million Native Americans/ Alaska Natives (Census 2020) 

(excluding Native Hawaiians).  However, many tribes have argued that the census 

continues to significantly undercount many tribal members (Villegas et al. 2016; Nagle 

2020; Urban Indian Health Institute 2020) and has missed counting and collecting data on 
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entire tribes (Wallace 2020).  It is estimated that roughly 78 per cent of Native Americans 

do not live on reservations (Welala Long 2021).  The lack of resources and infrastructure 

on reservations is often argued by the US Commission of Civil Rights (USCCR) and US 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to be the reason many leave and 

also the responsibility of the US federal government to provide (Alba et al. 2003; Levy et 

al. 2017; Culliton-Gonzalez et al.   2018).      

Housing  

Indigenous peoples on reservations have higher homeowner rates than the general 

population and the population experiencing homelessness (Geisler and George 2006; 

Owen, Heineman, and Decker Gerrard 2007; Levy et al. 2017).   Indigenous peoples are 

more likely (11% compared to 3%) than other populations to live in "other" housing, such 

as mobile homes, recreational vehicles, boats, and tents (Levy et al. 2017).  Eighteen per 

cent of Indigenous peoples owning a home on a reservation is in the form of mobile homes 

(Geisler and George 2006).  Mobile homes are cost-efficient initially.  However, building 

homes in remote areas (where many of these reservations are) can be expensive (Geisler 

and George 2006).    

Secondly, even though homeownership is relatively high on reservations, compared to the 

national average, there are still few affordable housing options on reservations (Geisler 

and George 2006).  On some reservations, it was reported that nearly 90 per cent of the 

population were living in severely overcrowded units (Geisler and George 2006); in other 

areas, it was still three times the national crowded rate (Geisler and George 2006).   

Indigenous peoples are more likely to be doubled up and overcrowded in substandard 

housing on reservations (Levy & Pindus 2020; Whitbeck et al.  2012).  The overcrowding 

has been discussed as a result of both housing affordability challenges, multigenerational 

cultural living, and helping extended families in need (Levy et al. 2017).  Owen et al. 

(2007) stated that most of those who reported being doubled up on reservations lacked 

electricity, running water, a flushing toilet, or controlled heating.  In addition, on some 

reservations, less than 50 per cent of the population are connected to a public sewer 

(Native American Aid 2021).   
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Thirdly, intergenerational family living is a widespread practice and occurrence in 

different tribes (Viscogliosi et al. 2017).  It is expected that extended family assist with 

childcare and that families collectively share income and resources (Viscongliosi et al. 

2017).  Overcrowding on reservations has decreased; however, the remaining 

overcrowding is persistent and culturally complex (Geisler and George 2006).    

Another commonality across multiple reservations is the housing cost burden in larger 

tribal reservations (Zerger 2004; Geisler and George 2006).  Although, the housing cost 

burden was less on larger tribal reservations (38 per cent) than the national average (51 

per cent) the amount of overall poverty on reservations is double the national average 

(Biess 2014).  The amount of poverty and lack of available housing has meant that many 

people on reservations stay in overcrowded conditions (Maher 2020). In addition, the 

damages and wear and tear from overcrowding render it difficult and expensive to 

maintain, with frequent housing repairs and eventually devaluing the value of the home 

(Geisler and George 2006).  Among many reservations, a common issue is housing 

deemed substandard: 40% compared to 6% nationwide (Whitbeck et al.  2012; Levy & 

Pindus 2020).  Although the BIA provides funding for housing, it is not enough.  90,000 

Indigenous peoples are homeless or underhoused, and 40 per cent of on-reservation 

housing is inadequate (Native American Aid 2021).   

A study found that on reservations it was common that tribal members were waiting an 

average of 41 months, twice the national average, for low-income housing (Zerger 2004).  

Some tribal leaders declared housing and health emergencies to draw attention and 

funding for issues that should have been met by treaty obligations (Zerger 2004).  

Research indicates that most people who need low-income housing on reservations would 

not be available for years, depending on the tribe (Alba et al. 2003; USHUD 2013).    

Many Native Americans do not have access to safe housing on and away from 

reservations which is a contributing factor to good health (Weinstein et al. 2017).  In 

addition, overcrowding is linked to health issues and exacerbated by the lack of utilities, 

especially in rural and remote areas, where there is a lack of healthcare facilities (Native 

American Aid 2021; Weinstein et al. 2017).  Along with housing and overcrowding, high 
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poverty rates affect other community and tribal member issues, such as high rates of poor 

mental and physical health. 

Health 

For minority populations, ethnic and cultural identity are important determining health 

factors (Durie 2011; Smith & Silva cited in Bombay et al. 2014; Matheson et al. 2020). 

The health indicator is regularly measured by the absence of disease and treatment, which 

conflicts with how many Indigenous peoples define their own health (King et al. 2009).  

Health for many Indigenous peoples means healing and balance (King et al. 2009).  The 

lack of data on effective health programmes for Indigenous peoples has repercussions for 

addressing community and public health (Goodluck 2020).  The life expectancy of 

Indigenous peoples in several countries is lower than their general population (Bramley 

et al. 2004; Zhao and Dempsey 2006; Tjepkema et al. 2019).   

The differences in life expectancy across countries are accounted for by the “relationships 

among sovereignty, citizenship, nationhood, and self-determination” of Indigenous 

peoples (O'Sullivan 2017; 1).  The more self-determination Indigenous peoples exercised 

coupled with robust national welfare systems, access to health, education, and low poverty 

levels, the more they reported better overall wellbeing (O'Sullivan 2017).  The life 

expectancy for Indigenous adults living in the US is 5.5 years less than all other 

populations (Indian Health Services 2019; Alba et al. 2003).  The average life expectancy 

of adult men on some Indigenous reservations is less than 50 years old (Culliton-Gonzalez 

et al. 2018).  Similarly, the mortality rate of Indigenous children is much higher at 15 per 

cent compared to nine per cent of the general population (Sweeney 2002).   The higher 

death rates among Indigenous peoples are attributed to poor mental health, intentional 

self-harm/suicide, physical health, and assault/homicide (Indian Health Services 2019).  

Mental health 

Historical trauma tends to arise in Indigenous peoples in emotional distress, including 

anger, anxiety, and depression (Whitbeck et al. 2004; Myhra 2011).  Survivors of 

residential schools were likely to be diagnosed with various physical and mental health 

issues (Bombay et al. 2014; McKenzie et al. 2016).  Descendants of survivors of 
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residential schools have reported higher levels of depression, suicidal attempts, and 

posttraumatic stress symptoms compared to those whose parents did not go to residential 

schools (Corrada and Cohen 2003; Elias et al. 2012; Bombay et al. 2017; Matheson et al. 

2020).  Matheson et al. (2020) highlight how oral histories that relay pain and grief can 

be overwhelming for Indigenous children, resulting in secondary trauma.  However, oral 

histories and traditional storytelling from Indigenous Elders' have also played an active 

role in emotional healing and contextual understanding for many generations (Wexler 

2011; Hatala et al. 2016; Matheson et al. 2020).   

Shared stories of endured trauma have given families and communities a contextual 

understanding of the group-based issues they are experiencing (Wiseman et al. 2002; 

Reimer et al. 2010; Matheson et al. 2020).  However, it has been highlighted that if oral 

histories reinforce secondary trauma, and trauma has not been dealt with, it can encourage 

harmful coping mechanisms to handle the pain and suffering of generational trauma 

(Matheson et al. 2020). 

Self-harm/suicide 

Indigenous youth face higher rates of poverty, suicide, and substance abuse compared to 

other populations (EchoHawk 1997; Adelson 2000; Alba et al. 2003; Cooke et al. 2007; 

Smith 2009; Levy and Pindus 2020; Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018).  Suicide intervention 

programmes have lacked cultural awareness of Indigenous populations.  For example, if 

someone is at imminent risk of self-harm, they can be held without consent, even against 

parents' wishes (Wexler and Gone 2012).  For Indigenous families, the forced and non-

consensual removal of children resonates with past traumas of residential schools (Wexler 

and Gone 2012).  Furthermore, treatment is often centred around non-indigenous 

priorities and continues to perpetuate colonial oppression (Duran and Duran B 1995; 

Blackwell 2020).  Similar to mental health treatments, addiction and recovery treatments 

do not incorporate Indigenous values (of respect, non-judgmentalism, and non-

interference), traditional medicine, and healing (King et al. 2009). 
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Collective grief: loss in a community 

Indigenous peoples have the highest death rate compared to the general population (as 

previously explored).  Indigenous peoples often describe themselves through their 

relations (EchoHawk 1997; Kirmayer et al. 2003; Wexler and Gone 2012).  Indigenous 

peoples experience suicide associated with "cultural and community disruptions, namely, 

social disorganisation, cultural loss, and collective suffering" (Wexler and Gone 2012; 

800).  In many Indigenous communities, an individual carries a distinct role in society 

and is a reminder of culture, tradition, and resilience (EchoHawk 1997).  For Indigenous 

peoples, funerals have been described as a time when the community comes together to 

enact the highest ideals of the community, such as collectively preparing for the funeral, 

caring for the family, and public expressions of shared social suffering (EchoHawk 1997; 

Wexler and Gone 2012).  The mortality rate has exposed many Indigenous communities 

to prolonged levels of grief and pain (EchoHawk 1997).   

Addiction and recovery 

Alcohol dependency and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) are more frequent in 

Indigenous communities but vary across different reservations (Szlemko et al. 2006; King 

et al. 2009b; Brockie et al. 2015).  The alcoholism mortality rate is “50.6 deaths per 

100,000 for Alaskan Natives compared with only 6.8 deaths per 100,000” deaths in the 

total US  population (Shalala, Trujillo, Nolan, & D'Angelo, 1996 cited in Szlemko et al.  

2006; 436).   The high alcohol-related death rate suggests higher alcohol abuse among 

some Indigenous populations than the general population (Szlemko et al.  2006; Brockie 

et al. 2015).   However, treatment without the consideration of historical context can often 

worsen trauma (Szlemko et al. 2006).  Myhra (2011) emphasises that most Indigenous 

peoples who drank or had substance misuse reported self-coping from stress related to 

their environment, historical trauma, and ongoing racism and discrimination.  Health 

assessments and treatments are not focused on repairing collective trauma or 

environmental improvement but are often focused on the individual agency (Szlemko et 

al. 2006; Myhra 2011; Wexler and Gone 2012; Blackwell 2020).  Culturally specific 

treatments that exist lack funding to conduct evaluation research to prove their 

effectiveness for this population (Myhra 2011; Golden, 2020; Levy et al.  2017; Goodluck 
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2020).  Hence, many Indigenous peoples go without treatment and often die of alcohol-

related deaths. 

Physical Health 

Besides experiencing higher rates of alcohol dependency and some mental health 

disorders at higher rates than the general population, Indigenous peoples die at higher 

rates than the general population from diseases such as: tuberculosis (750% higher) and 

diabetes (293% higher) (National Indian Health Board 2009; Brockie et al. 2013, 2015; 

Indian Health Services 2019).  Indigenous peoples are more likely than any population to 

have type 2 diabetes (Benyshek et al. 2001).  Much like many health indicators, type 2 

diabetes varies by tribe and reservation.  Indigenous peoples are eligible for healthcare 

services from the Indian Health Services (IHS), but only about 10 per cent of urban Native 

Americans utilise them (Burhansstipanov 2000).  Many IHS-supported facilities are often 

located too far away from people who need the services (EchoHawk 1997; 

Burhansstipanov 2000).  In addition, the financial support given by the federal 

government for IHS only meets 1/3 of the need (Burhansstipanov 2000; Alba et al. 2003; 

Levy et al. 2017).    

Benyshek et al. (2001) report that tribes who have primarily maintained traditional 

hunting and food gathering lifestyles have maintained healthier lives.  Only some tribes 

have hunting rights, and many continue to advocate for their right to practice traditional 

customs around ecology and food (Pevar 2012).  The federal government has tried to 

control the food Indigenous peoples eat and how they live on reservations and family 

planning.  The federal government intervened directly in Indigenous peoples' population 

growth in the 1970s.     

Indigenous women’s health 

Control over Indigenous children is how the government regulated Indigenous identities 

and impacted the mental health of future Indigenous populations.  However, it was later 

through forced medical operations that the federal government was able to regulate the 

growth of Indigenous populations (Torpy 2000); thus, "[m]edicine was used as an 

instrument of social control" (Rutecki 2011).  In the 1970s, the US saw a surge in civil 
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rights protests and feminist rights movements.  Middle-class white women celebrated 

control over their reproductive rights, while women in extreme poverty usually from 

minority groups endured federally endorsed abuse on their reproductive rights (Torpy 

2000).  Native Americans campaigned to regain treaty rights that had been violated.  

Among those violations were Indigenous women's reproductive rights (Torpy 2000).  

Many women from minority groups were sterilised without their knowledge during 

routine medical procedures (Torpy 2000; Lawrence 2000).  Indigenous women 

represented a unique position because of their dependence on the federal government 

through the Indian Health Service (IHS), which made them more accessible victims 

(Lawrence 2000; Torpy 2000).   

Part of agreeing to treaties was the assurance that the federal government would provide 

health services and resources to tribes.  This agreement meant that the federal government 

headed the clinics that most Indigenous women accessed.  It was reported that 90 per cent 

of sterilisation that occurred during this time was funded by the Federal Department of 

Health, Education and Welfare (Torpy 2000; Rutecki 2011).  It was found that many 

Indigenous women were either forced or coerced into undergoing sterilisation (Rutecki 

2011).  These federally funded clinics would practice sterilisation and try new medications 

on patients (Torpy 2000).  Federal doctors had used populations with low literacy rates to 

sign misleading paperwork (Bailey 1973).   

Rutecki (2011) and Spriggs (1974) argued that the sterilisation and purposely misleading 

paperwork were recent genocide tactics used by the federal government, indicating that 

"[these] are perhaps the best contemporary examples of incipient genocide by private 

persons, often with a public sanction, in the United States" (Spriggs 1974; 132).  

Furthermore, the trauma endured from federal government intervention has damaged the 

trust of federal programmes, services, and resources (Levy et al. 2017).    

Homicide/Murder 

The likeliness of Indigenous peoples being victims of violent crime is higher than the 

general population (Alba et al. 2003; Urban Indian Health Institute 2019).  Indigenous 

“women are ten times more likely to be murdered and four times more likely to be sexually 



44 

 

assaulted” or missing than the general population (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018; 109).  

The US Centre for Disease Control and Prevention has also reported that homicide is the 

third leading cause of death among Indigenous women (ages 10-24) (Heron 2019).   

Tribal law has limited authority over the prosecution of offenders depending on where the 

crime was committed and if both parties are members of the tribe.  Hence, the importance 

of Indigenous affiliation among many Indigenous peoples is in part because it secures a 

certain degree of safety and tribal law security (further explored in Rough Sleeping below).  

Collective identity can be understood as a protective response to group-based threats 

(Adams, Fryberg, Garcia, & Delgado-Torres 2006 cited in Matheson et al.  2020).   

Lucchesi and Echo-Hawk (2018) report that Indigenous women and girls have gone 

missing in urban areas across the US with little acknowledgement from federal/state law 

enforcement and media.   Lucchesi and Echo-Hawk (2018) also reported that many urban 

cities did not have a process for notifying tribes of reported missing and murdered 

members.  It is emphasised that the lack of data collection coordination by tribal, federal, 

and state law enforcement on murdered and missing Indigenous women remains an 

ongoing issue and is another effort made to erase the existence of Indigenous peoples 

(Lucchesi and Echo-Hawk 2018).  The rate of missing and murdered Indigenous women 

paired with inconsistent data collection is a unique issue to Indigenous peoples' 

communities.  It heightens the importance and priority of safety, vulnerability, and group 

affiliation among Indigenous peoples. 

Domestic abuse 

Before settlers arrived in the US, Indigenous women and men shared more equal societal 

roles (King et al. 2009).  In the residential schools, girls were taught domestic duties to 

instil patriarchal norms brought by Christian missionaries (O'Sullivan 2016; Smith 2009).  

The disruption to Indigenous peoples' cultures and norms for decades combined with 

continuous structural and welfare barriers has impacted many communities negatively 

(Christensen 2016).  Indigenous children experience child abuse and neglect at higher 

rates than the general population (Riley 2016).  Though, Indigenous children are far less 

likely to receive services that support stability, safety, and general wellbeing (Smith 2009).  
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For Indigenous women, violence, poverty, and poor housing are interlinked (Hulchanski 

et al. 2009 cited in Christensen 2016).  Indigenous women also face higher sexual assault 

and domestic violence rates than the general population (Douglas 2018; NCAI Policy 

Research Center 2018).  Four-fifths (80 per cent) of the acts of violence reported against 

Indigenous women were perpetrated by non-native people (Greenfield and Smith 1999; 

Bubar and Thurman 2004). However, tribal governments could not legally prosecute a 

non-native for committing a crime against a tribal member on the reservation; this 

changed in 2013 with the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) (Pevar 2012).  VAWA 

allows for the prosecution of non-Indigenous perpetrators for domestic violence, dating 

violence or criminal violations of protective orders if the perpetrator has ties to the 

reservation (employment or residence) or tribal members.  The pass of the VAWA 

signified a policy change in Indigenous rights to self-determination and tribal sovereignty 

(Riley 2016; Douglas 2018; Mccool 2018).   

Institutionalisation 

The overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples in correctional institutions, foster care, and 

homelessness are global trends reported in the US, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand 

(Memmott et al. 2003; King et al. 2009; Memmott and Chambers 2010; Christensen 2013, 

2017; Anderson and Collins 2014; Cram et al. 2015; O'Sullivan 2017; Cunneen 2018).  

Native Americans are twice as likely as any other racial or ethnic group in the US to be 

victims of crime (as discussed above) and to serve harsher sentences for the same crime 

committed (Alba et al. 2003; King et al. 2009).  Native Americans have disproportionately 

higher incarceration rates in urban areas, which has been argued to point towards police 

racial profiling and lack of access to legal representation (Levy et al. 2017).  Their 

disproportionally high representation in different institutions such as jail, prison, and 

foster care are forms of family separation that weakens Indigenous families' social 

network and social support (Westerfelt and Bird 1999).  Individuals who have experienced 

correctional institutions and foster care are especially vulnerable to homelessness 

(Dworsky et al. 2013; King et al. 2009).   Hence, the high incarceration rate of Indigenous 

peoples increases their vulnerability to homelessness.  Many Indigenous peoples who are 
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released from incarceration face isolation and alienation from their communities and can 

often experience rejection from them (King et al. 2009).   

Foster care 

As discussed previously, the intervention of non-natives in the lives of Indigenous 

families was used in many contexts as a colonial tactic (O'Sullivan 2016).  The belief that 

“Indigenous mothers were inadequate caregivers” contributed to the desire of religious 

missionaries and others to take Indigenous children away from their families and 

communities (O'Sullivan 2016; 21).  During the early 1970s, it was estimated that one-

quarter of US Indigenous children lived away from their parents and community and were 

placed into non-Indigenous environments (O'Sullivan 2016).  By 1974, federal 

government organisations had placed 25-35 per cent of Indigenous children in the care of 

non-Indigenous people (Byler 1977; UDALL 1978).  This time family separation 

happened under the pretence of child welfare.  The federal government ruled many 

Indigenous families and communities as dysfunctional (O'Sullivan 2016).  Social workers 

and other government entities did not value or understand the importance of communal 

child-raising among many Indigenous cultures (O'Sullivan 2016).    

Numerous advocating tribes attributed the ruling of many child removal cases to poverty 

and colonialist attitudes, stating that, "the process of colonisation has brought more 

destruction to these family ties than any internal changes . . .  could have ever created" 

(LaDuke 1981; 3; cited in O'Sullivan 2016; 20).  These activists succeeded in framing 

their work against child removals by highlighting the rights of tribal sovereignty (Smith 

2009).  As sovereign nations, many of these tribes have the right and the authority to make 

their own laws and have their own court systems (Smith 2009).  However, many tribes 

continue to advocate for federal recognition to operate as a sovereign nation and have 

control over their own communities' wellbeing.    

Similar to other studies on Indigenous peoples, the attention to Indigenous children in 

foster care has been limited in the US because they represent a relatively small portion of 

the US foster care population and the general population (Lawler et al.  2012).  Indigenous 

children remain overrepresented in the foster care system in some states (Lawler et al. 
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2012; White 2017).  Other minority groups are also overrepresented in foster care 

(African-American/Black and Latino/Hispanic).  However, it is believed that the 

overrepresentation of Native American children may differ from other populations 

(Lawler et al. 2012).   The Indian Child Welfare Act suggests that ‘permanency' in federal 

child welfare laws should be re-evaluated for Indigenous peoples' cultural inclusivity in 

foster care.  Long-term foster care is not the desired outcome, and it is always preferred 

that children are adopted or reunited with birth parents (Lawler et al. 2012).  However, 

suppose an Indigenous child is placed in their Indigenous community.  In that case, this 

can offer a culturally appropriate form of permanency and consistency for a child rather 

than being adopted out of their tribe with non-Native families (Quash-Mah et al.  2010; 

Lawler et al. 2012).  The recognition of tribal communities' informal child welfare 

structures encompasses a concept of "belonging to family, the community, the tribe, and 

the land itself" (Morrison et al. 2010; 104 cited in Lawler et al. 2012).  The understanding 

and implementation of the priorities and structures identified by Indigenous communities 

to improve the wellbeing of their members have shown to be productive in reducing 

disparities (White 2017). 

HOMELESSNESS AMONGST INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

Indigenous peoples' displacement and forced migration experiences originate through 

colonial policies that required entire populations to leave traditional lands.  Eventually, 

policies were enacted, and treaties never met, making it difficult for Indigenous families 

to remain intact on reservations, and requiring them to move to urban areas for 

opportunities.  The migration experience between reservations to urban areas is still 

prominent for Indigenous peoples who come from reservations with limited infrastructure 

(hospitals, roads, schools, employment) and resources (Christensen 2013; Levy et al. 

2017).  Many Indigenous peoples continue to be overrepresented in homelessness in urban 

areas, often while experiencing health issues while sleeping rough. 
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Migration between urban areas and reservations 

Studies have highlighted that Indigenous peoples are slightly more transient than the 

general homeless population (Westerfelt and Bird 1999; Trujano 2008; Christensen 2013; 

Anderson and Collins 2014; Levy et al. 2017; Levy and Pindus 2020).  In addition, 

researchers have highlighted the lack of quantitative/census data collected on those who 

move between reservations and urban areas (Levy et al.  2017; Howard and Lobo 2013).  

Reasons for migration vary but stem from looking for opportunities in urban areas 

(Trujano 2008; Howard and Lobo 2013; Lobo 2013; Levy et al. 2017).  For many, 

migration is a seasonal occurrence (Levy et al. 2017); for others, it is to secure needed 

resources, and for some, it may be in "response to ceremonial/ or extended family 

responsibilities" (Howard and Lobo 2013; 4).  Health reports have also suggested that 

migration away from reservations is often linked to traumatic events related to mental 

health or substance abuse; to overcome their own substance abuse issues (Zerger 2004; 

Levy et al. 2017).  

The connection to family and tribal community is essential to preserving their community 

and individual spirituality; thus, many people travel back to their communities for support 

for their wellbeing.  Christensen and Andrew 2016 explain the importance of mobility for 

Indigenous peoples "as being in pursuit of a sense of home and of family and spiritual 

one" (Christensen 2013 as cited by Christensen and Andrew 2016; p. 26).  Christensen 

(2013) explains that the migration and homelessness of Indigenous peoples is often 

understood as either “romanticised nomadic lifestyles” leading to the “undermining of 

material homelessness” (821); or focused on conditions and agency of the individual 

linked with "social pathologies such as poverty, addiction and poor mental health" 

(Christensen 2013; 821).  Christensen (2013) offers a further understanding of Indigenous 

peoples' homelessness experiences "as a phenomenon that is multi-scalar, and occurs both 

collectively (as a community, as a nation) and individually" (p. 821).  Christensen's 

proposed understanding addresses the uniqueness of Indigenous peoples' homelessness 

experiences linked to old and contemporary colonial practices and structures.  With the 

literal sense of homelessness and spiritual one that addresses the need of both the 

individual and "collective needs for self-determination, cultural emplacement, and socio-
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economic inclusion" (Christensen 2013; 822).  This interpretation of Indigenous peoples' 

homelessness experiences expands the understanding of homelessness to areas that point 

to the consideration of what Indigenous peoples can do and be individually and 

collectively when experiencing homelessness in urban areas.   

Levy et al.’s (2017) study highlighted that Indigenous peoples in urban areas come from 

various tribes, and migration away from reservations did not always happen to the nearest 

urban area (Howard and Lobo 2013; Golden 2020).  Indigenous peoples living in urban 

areas found it difficult to maintain social cohesion (Kirmayer et al. 2003; King et al. 2009).  

Although few available resources and services are funded federally on reservations, there 

are fewer resources and services to serve Indigenous peoples in urban areas (Levy et al. 

2017; Golden 2020).  Consequently, migration between urban areas and reservations is 

essential to many Indigenous peoples' individual and collective identity and wellbeing 

(Howard and Lobo 2013).   

There are many Indigenous peoples who migrate to urban areas from reservations that 

experience a “lack of employment plans/prospects, limited social networks, insufficient 

rental and credit history and race-based housing discrimination” (Levy et al. 2017; 38; 

Golden 2020; Zerger 2004).  There has been evidence of race-based discrimination in 

housing markets in the states of California (Ray et al. 2021), Minnesota, Montana, and 

New Mexico that favour European "white" Americans in the rental market, limiting 

choices and increasing costs for Indigenous populations (Turner et al. 2002; Whitbeck et 

al. 2012).  Myhra's (2011) research discusses that many Indigenous peoples experience 

daily occurrences of microaggressions in urban areas, making them feel isolated.   The 

housing market coupled with the high cost of living, limited social networks, lack of 

financial resources, and racial discrimination leaves many Indigenous peoples susceptible 

to experiencing homelessness.    

Urban homelessness experiences 

A study by Owen, Heinenman and Decker (2007) suggests the amount of stress 

experienced by people who are experiencing homelessness away from reservations is 

higher than on reservations; "[t]he general level of distress in the American Indian 
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homeless population not residing on a reservation is somewhat higher than for adults in 

the general population" (Owen, Heineman, and Decker 2007; 2).  As explored in Chapter 

2, the stress from emergency shelters/ rough sleeping environments, racial discrimination, 

and isolation contribute to the amount of stress Indigenous peoples endure in urban areas.  

In addition, Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness are more likely to encounter 

greater poverty and more inconsistent employment opportunities for less pay than the 

general population experiencing homelessness (Westerfelt & Yellow Bird, 1999).  

According to Westerfelt & Yellow Bird, "…[I]t will be more difficult for Indigenous 

peoples to use an economical means to end their homelessness" (1999; p. 158).  Westerfelt 

& Yellow Bird (1999) also identified that Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness 

in urban areas have more robust friendship networks than other groups experiencing 

homelessness.   Westerfelt & Yellow Bird (1999) report that Indigenous peoples 

experience homelessness significantly differently than other groups because of their 

higher levels of poverty, ill health, and strong homeless social networks.   

Medical related homelessness 

As previously discussed, there are many health disparities among Indigenous peoples 

experiencing homelessness and the general population that has led to high death rates.  

Data collected by the US Department of Civil Rights (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018) 

suggested that recurring health issues endured by Native Americans, in general, are more 

severe for those living in urban areas.  As mentioned previously, many migrate to urban 

areas for medical reasons (Levy et al. 2017).  IHS frequently did not offer specialised 

treatment on the reservation (Levy et al.  2017).  Funding for urban Indigenous health 

services has not accounted for the shift of the urban Indigenous population from 

reservations (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018).  The federal government only provided one-

third of the funding for specialised treatment for illnesses like cancer that the IHS 

documented as required to meet the needs of Indigenous communities (King et al. 2009).  

Nevertheless, only one per cent of allocated IHS funding is allocated to urban areas 

(Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018).  Consequently, many leave their communities and social 

support systems because they need healthcare but are not guaranteed quick access to 

treatment or follow up care in urban areas.  Additionally, prolonged periods of 
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homelessness are often attributed to the inability to afford adequate healthcare and 

housing in urban areas (Nelson-Dusek 2017; Pittman et al. 2018; Jackson and Fashant 

2021).  Those who could obtain medical help would often become homeless during 

recovery between medical treatments because they could not afford to stay in hotels, 

motels or find a temporary place to rent (Levy et al. 2017).   

Rough sleeping 

Although every urban area across the US varies in accommodation options, Indigenous 

peoples have been reported across multiple cities (such as Seattle and Minneapolis) to be 

more likely to sleep rough (City of Seattle 2018; Stern 2020).  While many cities have 

reported Indigenous peoples as disproportionately represented in homelessness, fewer 

cities have conducted studies focusing on why and what their experiences are of 

homelessness. A study conducted in Minneapolis reported Indigenous peoples who were 

experiencing homelessness were more likely to have received food and money from 

homeless friends than white people who were experiencing homelessness (Westerfelt and 

Yellow Bird 1999).  This finding highlights the importance of their social networks while 

sleeping rough.  

Rough sleepers who were Indigenous peoples were more likely to have spent an extended 

amount of time in foster care at a younger age.  High institutionalisation rates impact 

many Indigenous peoples, especially those experiencing homelessness.  Westerfelt & 

Yellow Bird (1999) also reported that nearly two-fifths of Indigenous peoples in their 

sample had not received any non-profit or housing assistance in the past month.  This 

finding highlights a need in understanding why few Indigenous peoples experiencing 

homelessness access shelter resources.  Many Native American led organisations have 

advocated for better data collection for rough sleepers because inaccurate data creates 

more problems and harm for marginalised communities experiencing homelessness 

(Wiltz 2019; Davila 2018).   

CONCLUSION 

The US government focused on the erasure of Indigenous identity for many years through 

policies and laws intended to gain social control over Indigenous peoples.  Different 
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policies required Indigenous peoples to endure forced migration, family separation, and 

community dissociation.  The colonial trauma that many Indigenous peoples have 

survived has impacted the current health and wellbeing of many Indigenous communities.  

These effects are compounded by the high poverty rates on many reservations attributed 

to the many unmet treaties made by the federal government. High rates of poverty have 

exacerbated health, housing, and homeless inequalities.  These inequalities have been 

reported since 1928, with little progress in some states.  Many studies on Indigenous 

peoples' homelessness experiences have focused on individual agency such as substance 

abuse, mental health barriers, and fleeing abuse.  However, a much fuller picture and 

account of Indigenous peoples' historical colonial experiences can improve the 

explanation of their overrepresentation in homelessness.  

US colonial history provides further insight into why Indigenous peoples “continue to 

rank at or near the bottom of every social, health, and economic indicator” (Alba et al. 

2003; ix).  Many Indigenous peoples continue to cope with generational trauma and high 

poverty rates by self-medicating and substance abuse. Thus, many of the factors that 

increase the risk of homelessness (weakened social networks, poverty, adverse childhood 

experiences, low welfare benefits  dependency, racial discrimination in jobs and housing, 

ill health, high prison rates) (Tsai and Rosenheck 2015; Shelton et al. 2009) are 

disproportionately experienced by Indigenous peoples.  These factors, combined with the 

history of housing and homelessness policy, explains that due to generations of policy-

driven housing insecurity, substandard housing, and racial discrimination, BIPOC 

populations are more at risk of homelessness.  Accordingly, the history of colonialism 

paired with the history of housing and homelessness policy contextualises the origins of 

systemic injustices experienced by Indigenous peoples, including that of 

disproportionately experiencing homelessness.    
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Chapter 4: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

INTRODUCTION 

Social inequalities are often partly the consequence of injustice and dated public policies 

(Hacker et al. 2005).  For some individuals or groups, such as Indigenous peoples and 

people experiencing homelessness, social inequalities impact on the opportunities to 

obtain certain freedoms, since inequality and injustice are structural and systemic barriers 

to wellbeing.  Hence, to measure the wellbeing of a population, it is important to 

understand contextual inequality and determine “equality of what?” (Sen 1980).  The early 

work of the economist and philosopher Amartya Sen (1980) raised this question and 

proposed another way of measuring societal wellbeing besides the gross domestic product.  

Sen created a framework that could accommodate different contexts to evaluate the 

wellbeing and inequalities of different societies while also maintaining a substantive 

theory of morality that could be used to make cross-cultural judgements on the quality of 

life.  Further developing Sen’s framework, Martha Nussbaum formed the Capability 

Approach (2003; 2011).  This thesis draws on Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) Capability 

Approach and the argument that there are certain functions (capabilities) that are valued 

and required for people to live a “well-lived” life.   

Nussbaum (2003; 2011) lays out a list of ten capabilities that she identifies as essential to 

wellbeing and being able to live a meaningful life.  Following on this, Nussbaum’s (2003; 

2011) Capability Approach concerns itself with capabilities that are not accessible to 

people because of discrimination and marginalisation.  Hence, Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) 

Capability Approach provides a framework and practical list of capabilities that can be 

used to evaluate social injustices experienced by different populations.   

This chapter briefly discusses the origins of the Capability Approach, compares the main 

differences between Sen and Nussbaum, and examines Nussbaum’s (2011) Capability 

Approach in more detail, focusing on her proposed list of capabilities.  The discussion 

then examines how Nussbaum’s capabilities have been used to evaluate housing and 

homeless policy.  Finally, the chapter elaborates on how the Capability Approach can also 
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be applied to Indigenous peoples’ rights and experiences in different contexts and how it 

is employed in this thesis.      

SEN AND THE ORIGINS OF THE CAPABILITY APPROACH 

The origins of the Capability Approach derive from debates on development economics 

and measuring wellbeing.  Amartya Sen (1992) argued that wellbeing was more than what 

people could buy and have; it was also what opportunities people had and what freedoms 

they could exercise to make a good life for themselves.  Sen's capability philosophy is 

connected to “Adam Smith's (1776) analysis of necessities and living conditions, as well 

as Karl Marx's (1844) concern with human freedom and emancipation” (Clark 2005; 106).  

Sen later recognised that the relation to Aristotle's theory of “political distribution” also 

played an essential role in developing the capability framework.  Sen's arguments for the 

capability framework are rooted in two normative claims: that the freedom to obtain 

wellbeing is of fundamental moral importance and that wellbeing can be understood in 

terms of people's ability to fulfil capabilities and functions (Robeyns 2003; Byskov 2020; 

Robeyns and Byskov 2020).    

Sen (1985, 1993) defines capabilities as the "doings and beings" that people can choose; 

in other words, the opportunities that allow people to choose "substantive freedoms". Sen 

defines substantive freedoms as a set of opportunities to choose and to act on. In this sense, 

freedom is understood as the ability and resources to obtain the desired doing or being. 

According to Sen, freedom is often the focus and goal.  However, Sen's work discusses 

freedom "as if [it] were a general, all-purpose social good of which the valued capabilities 

were simply instances" (as cited in Nussbaum 2011; 70).  Functionings are capabilities 

that have been obtained and fulfilled.  Functionings are usually related to living conditions 

(Evangelista 2010).  According to Sen (1987), "a functioning is an achievement, whereas 

a capability is the ability to achieve" (36).  Sen's framework of capabilities and functioning 

has contributed to development studies by changing the measurement of wellbeing from 

means (resources) to ends (what people can do and be with those resources) (Robeyns and 

Byskov 2020).  This change is relevant because having the same resources does not ensure 
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that people have the same opportunities to utilise those resources in the same way due to 

other inequalities that impact their wellbeing (Nicholls 2010).  

Sen created a diverse development framework and could account for wellbeing, freedom, 

and justice in different contexts.  Thus, the framework was formed to measure how people 

create meaningful and fulfilled lives (Kimhur 2020).  A strength of Sen's framework is 

that it is flexible and can accommodate a variety of perspectives (Alkire 2005; Clark 2005). 

Sen (1993) argues that people's capabilities are the most pertinent space for cross-cultural 

comparison, although he acknowledges that the Capability Approach is insufficient for all 

evaluative purposes (Sen 1999).  Nussbaum (2003; 2011) observes that Sen uses 

capabilities to frame comparisons of wellbeing and adjusts this framework to account for 

and centre human dignity, creating a basic measure of social justice that assesses the 

wellbeing of individuals and populations.   

SEN AND NUSSBAUM  

Sen and Nussbaum fundamentally agree that people’s access to capabilities and functions 

impact their ability to achieve wellbeing.  For both scholars, the philosophical roots of the 

Capability Approach come from Adam Smith (descriptive moral philosophy and principle 

of sympathy and commitment) (Eiffe 2008), Karl Marx (the idea of human flourishing), 

and Aristotle (concept of ‘capability’) (Deneulin 2011).  However, Nussbaum draws 

heavily on Aristotle to develop a central list of capabilities (Clark 2005), while Sen is 

primarily focused on necessities and agreed-upon substantial freedoms (Sen 1993).  In 

addition, Sen tends to focus on specific freedoms, while Nussbaum is oriented towards 

human rights and the moral concerns of social justice (Kimhur 2020). Thus, Nussbaum 

emphasises the importance of human dignity and being able to fulfil capabilities in a truly 

human way. 

Sen and Nussbaum agree that freedom and social justice are required for wellbeing.  They 

both emphasise respect for diversity and local communities to determine their own values 

and needs when receiving support (Murphy 2014). They also highlight the importance of 

happiness and being able to do things that contribute towards happiness (Foye 2020). 

Happiness for Nussbaum and Sen is influenced by the agency and the ability to turn 
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capabilities into functions.  However, they differ in how they measure freedom and social 

justice in their frameworks.  

Sen has a concern for issues of justice; however, he does not include a definitive account 

of basic justice.  According to Nussbaum (2011), Sen’s use of capabilities alludes to a 

notion of basic justice, but Sen’s version of the Capability Approach does not propose a 

central list of capabilities.  Sen does not propose a list of capabilities because he believes 

that a list of the capabilities needed to live a well-lived life should be agreed upon by 

public reasoning rather than being assumed and developed by researchers without 

deliberation (Sen 2004).  Nussbaum, like Sen, uses capabilities as a comparative measure; 

however, unlike Sen, Nussbaum uses a set of ten central capabilities to develop a basic 

account for social justice.   

Although Nussbaum does propose a list of ten central capabilities, she highlights the 

importance of flexibility depending on the context.  Nussbaum (2011) considered her list 

of capabilities to be a minimum that everyone should be able to obtain.  She argues that 

her list is not final and that no capability is more important than the others; instead, they 

are all necessary together (Batterham 2020).  Nussbaum’s Capability Approach also has 

close links to law and policy, allowing for “a basis to evaluate fundamental political 

entitlements and constitutional law” (Nussbaum 2011: 70).  Thus, the Capability 

Approach can be a practical tool for evaluating people’s basic human freedoms and lack 

thereof.   

NUSSBAUM’S CAPABILITY APPROACH  

The central and overarching focus of Nussbaum's Capability Approach is its normative 

framework for understanding and defining social justice and inequality (Vizard and 

Burchardt 2007).  Indeed, it also provides an evaluative framework for assessing the 

accessibility and position of different individuals, populations, and nations (Vizard and 

Burchardt 2007).  This Capability Approach builds on Sen's comparative theory of quality 

of life and his theory of minimal justice.  Nussbaum is concerned with the distribution of 

resources and opportunities for choice and experiencing life in the most human way 

possible (through emotions).  Nussbaum's focus on emotions stands in contrasts with 
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many development theories, which do not centre or discuss human emotion and the 

opportunity to choose.  A key feature of Nussbaum's Capability Approach is embracing 

human diversity and integrating an agent-orientated view (Kimhur 2020). For example, 

Nussbaum examines "capability failure/inaccessibility because of discrimination and 

marginalisation" (2011: 19).    

Nussbaum's (2011) Capability Approach focuses on essential functions people value and 

require to live a well-lived life.  The approach stems from a belief in the dignity of all 

human beings, and of a life that is worthy of that dignity.  With dignity as the starting 

point, Nussbaum then justifies a list of ten central capabilities: 

Table 1: Nussbaum’s list of ten central capabilities (Nussbaum 2011; 33-34) 

1. Life 
Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; 

not dying prematurely, or before one's life is so reduced as to be 

not worth living.   

2. Bodily 

Health 

Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; 

to be adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter.   

3. Bodily 

Integrity 

Being able to move freely from place to place; to be secure 

against violent assault, including sexual assault and domestic 

violence; having opportunities for sexual satisfaction and for 

choice in matters of reproduction.    

4. Senses, 

Imagination, 

and Thought 

Being able to use the senses, to imagine, think, and reason -- 

and to do these things in a "truly human" way, a way informed 

and cultivated by an adequate education, including, but by no 

means limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and scientific 

training.   Being able to use imagination and thought in 

connection with experiencing and producing works and events 

of one's own choice, religious, literary, musical, and so forth.   

Being able to use one's mind in ways protected by guarantees of 

freedom of expression with respect to both political and artistic 

speech, and freedom of religious exercise.   Being able to have 

pleasurable experiences and to avoid non-beneficial pain.   
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5. Emotions 
Being able to have attachments to things and people outside 

ourselves; to love those who love and care for us, to grieve at 

their absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to experience 

longing, gratitude, and justified anger.   Not having one's 

emotional development blighted by fear and anxiety.   

(Supporting this capability means supporting forms of human 

association that can be shown to be crucial in their 

development.) 

6. Practical 

Reason 

Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in 

critical reflection about the planning of one's life.   (This entails 

protection for the liberty of conscience and religious 

observance.) 

7. Affiliation 
A.   Being able to live with and toward others, to recognize and 

show concern for other human beings, to engage in various 

forms of social interaction; to be able to imagine the situation of 

another.   (Protecting this capability means protecting 

institutions that constitute and nourish such forms of affiliation, 

and also protecting the freedom of assembly and political 

speech.) 

B.   Having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; 

being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is 

equal to that of others.   This entails provisions of non-

discrimination on the basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, 

ethnicity, caste, religion, national origin.   

8. Other 

Species 

Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, 

plants, and the world of nature.   

9. Play 
Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities.   

10.  Control 

over one’s 

environment 

A.   Political.   Being able to participate effectively in political 

choices that govern one's life; having the right of political 

participation, protections of free speech and association.   

B.   Material.   Being able to hold property (both land and 

movable goods), and having property rights on an equal basis 

with others; having the right to seek employment on an equal 

basis with others; having the freedom from unwarranted search 

and seizure.   In work, being able to work as a human being, 

exercising practical reason and entering into meaningful 

relationships of mutual recognition with other workers.   
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Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) list covers cognitive, emotional, and physical needs which 

people require to live a meaningful life.  Her list provides a starting point for deliberating 

on which capabilities are context-specific and needed for people to live a meaningful life 

according to their own values (Batterham 2020).  Nussbaum’s list helps identify what 

society has allowed people or individuals to be able to obtain and choose to be.    

Nussbaum’s (2011) Capability Approach also emphasises human rights by suggesting that 

there are basic capability requirements for people to live a meaningful life and that those 

capabilities and rights should not be violated.  Nussbaum (2011) argues that her list can 

be used at various levels of political processes, such as constitutional framing, or 

interpreting or amending a constitution.  As such, the utilisation of Nussbaum’s Capability 

Approach can improve the overall quality of life by considering ethical norms and the 

standard of minimal justice; in other words, by asking “what is needed to form a 

minimally just society?” (Nussbaum 2011; 77).      

LINKING HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND NUSSBAUM’S 

CAPABILITIES 

This section connects the historical context of housing, homelessness, and Indigenous 

peoples in the US to Nussbaum’s (2011) list of ten capabilities. This section aims to 

provide context on how historical context has shaped accessibility to capabilities and 

informs the perspectives of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness in the US.  

Life 

According to Nussbaum (2011), the capability of life requires people to live for a normal 

length of time. The life expectancy of the US general population is shorter and less healthy 

than in other high-income countries (Avendano and Kawachi 2015). However, the 

disparities between high-income earners and those in poverty have a more significant life 

expectancy disparity. People experiencing homelessness in the US have a life expectancy 

of almost 20 years less than the general housed population (NCFTH 2018). As discussed 

in Chapters 1 and 3, the life expectancy across different racial groups also has significant 

disparities in the US (Culliton-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Arias et al. 2020). 
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Indigenous people have a long colonial history of genocide that has directly impacted the 

size of the current US Indigenous population. Currently, Indigenous peoples living on 

reservations have a much lower average life expectancy than the general population 

(discussed in Chapter 3). As mentioned in Chapter 1, Indigenous peoples are 

overrepresented in urban, rural, and unsheltered (rough sleeping) homelessness (Henry et 

al. 2017, 2020).  

Another phenomenon impacting the life expectancy of Indigenous peoples, especially 

those experiencing homelessness, is the high rate reported of missing and murdered 

Indigenous women (discussed in Chapter 3). Hence, the capability of life is severely 

restricted for Indigenous peoples, especially those experiencing homelessness.   

Bodily Health 

The capability of bodily health is focused on the ability to be healthy (Nussbaum 2011). 

Nussbaum’s (2011) definition includes reproductive health, nourishment, and adequate 

shelter. As explored in Chapters 1 and 2, the colonial history of housing and homelessness 

in the US has been designed to be segregated and constructed to different standards for 

different populations. Chapter 2 discusses how and why housing for BIPOC populations 

was restricted and meant to be temporary and with less funding for maintenance. BIPOC 

populations were legally only allowed to live in specific areas separately from the white 

population. City segregation occurred in housing, services, facilities, and infrastructure. 

This impacted how many health services were available and accessible to BIPOC 

communities.  

Similarly, when reservations were created, many were not built or given enough funding 

for basic infrastructures like housing, plumbing, paved roads, specialised clinics, and 

hospitals. As explored in Chapter 3, housing on reservations has been reported to be 

overcrowded and less likely to have a connection to plumbing and electricity. The lack of 

federal funding for health services has required many people who live on reservations to 

seek treatment in urban areas. Chapter 3 discusses the many methods in which medicine 

has been used as a tool to regulate and control the US Indigenous population. The federal 

government regulated Indigenous women’s reproductive health and often controlled it 
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without their consent. Hence, the capability of bodily health was especially difficult for 

many Indigenous women.  

Bodily Integrity 

The capability of bodily integrity is focused on safety from violence and freedom of 

movement (Nussbaum 2011). As mentioned in Chapters 1, 2, and 3, people experiencing 

homelessness have lower life expectancy than the general population and often that is due 

to factors including high suicide and murder rates among Indigenous peoples. The 

colonial history of Indigenous peoples has been violent and intentional in restricting, 

displacing, and regulating Indigenous identity and movement (explored in Chapter 3).  

The history of housing and homelessness in the US has restricted and prohibited the 

movement and place-making of BIPOC. Many BIPOC communities were not allowed to 

purchase homes in many urban areas, making it difficult for them to own homes because 

of discriminatory redlining banking practices and employment opportunities impacting 

their ability to secure income. Similarly, homelessness policies have restricted where 

people experiencing homelessness are allowed to sleep and often exist. Chapter 2 

discusses how people who experience homelessness in public spaces are often at risk of 

gun violence and more likely to be monitored by the police. 

The high incarceration rates and foster care separate many Indigenous families and 

weaken social networks (explored in Chapter 3). The incarceration of many Indigenous 

peoples regulates their movement even after serving their sentence. Consequently, people 

with criminal records (more likely among BIPOC populations) are less likely to be able 

to secure jobs and accommodations to rent because of their criminal history. Hence, the 

capability of bodily integrity has historically been further restricted among Indigenous 

peoples, especially those experiencing homelessness.  

Senses, Imagination, Thought 

Nussbaum’s (2011) sense, imagination, thought capability focuses on accessing an 

adequate education that allows people to do things in an informed and “truly human” way. 

This capability enables people to participate, and experience works and events of one’s 

own choice. However, this capability has been restricted for many Indigenous peoples 
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since US colonisation. As explored in detail in Chapter 3, the US federal government 

attempted to govern Indigenous peoples through policies and practices that forced 

assimilation, dissociation, and forceful relocation among Indigenous peoples. Similarly, 

many of their traditional practices became outlawed, and Indigenous peoples faced legal 

consequences for practising many different forms of cultural preservation over the years. 

The laws and policies that regulated Indigenous identity affected the distrust of the US 

justice system and services provided by the federal government that many Indigenous 

peoples feel today.  

Emotions 

Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of emotions is focused on experiencing a range of feelings, 

including love, grief, gratitude, and justified anger. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 

Indigenous peoples have dealt with many policies and laws regulating households, 

women’s reproductive health, and Indigenous children’s ability to have a cultural 

expression in residential schools. While one’s housing does not prevent people from 

experiencing emotions, it strains and often heightens emotions of anxiety and depression 

because of the stresses of their environments (discussed in Chapter 2).   

Practical Reasoning 

The capability of practical reasoning is focused on forming a conception of good and 

engaging in the planning of one's life (Nussbaum 2011). As defined by Nussbaum, 

practical reasoning does not depend on one’s housing status. However, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, people experiencing homelessness are often told what they must do to receive 

permanent housing, impacting their life planning. Similarly, in Chapter 3, the history of 

US federal regulations on governing Indigenous peoples discusses how family planning, 

education, and accommodation were dictated by the federal government for Indigenous 

peoples, limiting their ability to carry out the capability of practical reasoning, in 

particular, the ability to plan one’s life.  

Affiliation 

There are two parts to Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of affiliation. One part is focused on 

the ability to live with and towards others. The second part is focused on being treated 
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with respect and dignity and being able to live without facing discrimination. As discussed 

in Chapter 1, the US has a long history of homelessness rooted in segregation and racial 

discrimination. The deeply rooted discrimination in housing and other structural issues 

have left many populations, including Indigenous peoples, disproportionately represented 

in homelessness and poverty. As discussed in Chapter 2, police are often authorised to 

remove homeless encampments with people experiencing homelessness and remove all 

their belongings. The removal of these encampments and the people staying in them often 

disperse communities and households, rendering it difficult for people experiencing 

homelessness in unsanctioned encampments to keep households and communities 

together.  As indicated in Chapter 3, Indigenous peoples’ families were often historically 

separated and endured high institutionalisation rates in incarceration and foster care. 

Racial inequalities in housing, homelessness, incarceration and many other services and 

opportunities such as education, health, and employment have persisted in the US 

impacting the BIPOC population’s ability to carry out the capability of affiliation fully.    

Other Species 

Nussbaum’s (2011) definition of the capability of other species is focused on being able 

to live with and concern for nature and the environment. This is another capability that, 

by definition, is not dependent on one’s housing status but can be influenced and given 

more time and freedom to participate when people have their basic necessities met. 

Indigenous peoples in the US have a historic relationship with the land that is intertwined 

with their cultural identity. However, US federal government intervention (as explored in 

Chapter 3) has impacted the specific geographical influence of environmental protection 

by Indigenous peoples in the US by regulating where and how they can live (including 

hunting and eating).   

Play 

The capability of play is focused on joy and being able to participate in recreational 

activities (Nussbaum 2011). As previously explored in Chapters 2 and 3, both people 

experiencing homelessness and Indigenous peoples have a history of the government 

regulating their participation in activities, including spaces in which they are allowed to 
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be. As indicated in Chapter 3, residential schools' colonial history severely impacted the 

passing of traditional cultural expression and cultural knowledge from generation to 

generation amongst Indigenous peoples. More contemporary policies that 

disproportionately discriminate against Indigenous peoples, such as the justice system, 

continue to restrict recreational activities accessible to Indigenous peoples that involve 

travelling to cultural events and ceremonies in other areas of the US (tribal canoe journeys, 

powwows, potlatches, moon ceremonies etc). It is common that people who are recently 

released from prison or out on bail are restricted on how far they may travel. There is a 

lack of resources for many Indigenous peoples living on reservations to recover and meet 

parole requirements increasing the risk of return to prison (Shames and Subramanian 

2016). Hence, participating in recreational activities is particularly difficult for 

populations who are restricted in travel.  

Control over one’s environment 

The capability of control over one’s environment has two elements: political and material 

(Nussbaum 2011). The political is focused on participating in the decisions and choices 

that govern one’s life. As examined in Chapter 2, Seattle’s population experiencing 

homelessness has been politically involved in the legalisation of homeless encampments. 

They were able to influence policy by politically organising encampments that were 

created by people experiencing homelessness (SHARE). While homelessness does not 

prevent people from participating in politics, it hinders what people can spend time doing 

when shelters do not provide other necessary facilities (laundry, food, showers) and there 

are many rules and regulations around curfews and service participation.  

The second element to control over one’s environment is more about the material ability 

to acquire property and employment on an equal basis as other people. The rules in 

shelters and the sweeps of unsanctioned encampments discussed in Chapter 2 required 

people to continuously move with their belongings. Chapter 2 also discusses the rules in 

emergency shelters that require people to leave and arrive at specific times. People who 

are experiencing homelessness must gather their daily necessities in the restricted times 

of services and shelters.  
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CRITIQUES OF THE CAPABILITY APPROACH 

Nussbaum’s (2003) Capability Approach has been challenged like many development 

theories and philosophies.  Clark (2005) highlights that values and preferences can be 

conflicting; when asking the question of which capabilities are of value to different 

populations, there is a possibility that something is not of value because people do not 

have access to it.  Hence, they do not prioritise that specific capability.  

Measuring opportunity and freedom also comes with challenges (Clark 2005).  In many 

cases, little to no data is collected about minority and marginalised groups’ wellbeing and 

access to opportunities and resources.  In addition, it is not always possible to observe 

what people choose not to do with their available resources, which adds to the difficulty 

of proving injustice through the Capability Approach (Clark 2005; Burchardt 2006; Alkire 

2005).  Qualitative data is of great importance to help combat these Capability Approach 

critiques.  Nussbaum’s list can be used as a starting point to evaluate what people 

generally need to lead meaningful lives.  However, it is vital also to be open to the values 

and priorities of specific populations.   Besides critiques about the measurement of choice 

and access, Nussbaum (2011) also faces a significant theoretical critique of possibly 

conforming to or perpetuating paternalistic ideas valued by “Western” societies by 

proposing a specific list of values (Clark 2005; Nicholls 2010).   

Indeed, most of the philosophical contributions to Nussbaum’s Capability Approach have 

tended to occur within the Western philosophical tradition and population (Robeyns and 

Byskov 2020).  However, more recently broader Indigenous rights’ literature has begun 

to explore how the Capability Approach can be utilised to support social justice issues 

among Indigenous populations, and how Indigenous knowledge and values can contribute 

to the development of this theory (this issue is further discussed in the section below titled 

Capability Approach and Indigenous peoples’ rights).   
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THE CAPABILITY APPROACH AND HOUSING AND 

HOMELESSNESS STUDIES 

Nussbaum’s Capability Approach has gradually become a popular framework even 

beyond poverty and development studies.  For example, in recent years, utilisation of the 

Capability Approach has become prevalent in housing and homelessness research 

(Evangelista 2010; Nicholls 2010; Tanekenov et al. 2017; Kimhur 2020; Watts and 

Blenkinsopp 2020; Watts and Fitzpatrick 2020).  Housing and homelessness studies 

benefit from the Capability Approach as they attempt to centre the role of ethics and 

justice similarly to Nussbaum’s framework (Watts and Fitzpatrick 2020).  In the housing 

and homelessness fields of research, capabilities have been argued as important (Nicholls 

2010; Watts and Blenkinsopp 2021), both as a list of factors that can contribute to 

wellbeing and individual issues that can be addressed.  Each study has contributed to the 

continued development of Nussbaum’s theory and has highlighted the importance of 

housing in studies of homelessness.    

In housing studies, homelessness is regarded as a form of capability deprivation 

(Evangelista 2010; Nicholls 2010; Batterham 2019).  Moreover, using Nussbaum’s 

capability list, many scholars have also argued that housing plays a crucial role in 

accessing other types of capabilities (Nicholls 2010; Watts and Blenkinsopp 2021).   

Nicholls (2010) divides the capabilities from Nussbaum’s (2011) core capabilities list into 

distinct groups.  The groups that Nicholls proposes are: life, the human physical body 

(bodily health and bodily integrity), cognition (senses, imagination, thought, emotion, 

practical reason), relationships (affiliation, other species, play), and control over one’s 

environment.   In her research, Nicholls (2010) asserts that housing is a key force that 

enables or constrains all core capabilities from Nussbaum’s list, and that people need to 

be capable of all these functions to live a well-lived life. Nicholls (2010) and Nussbaum 

(2011) also agree that social policy should promote human functioning.    

While Nicholls (2010) promotes Nussbaum’s list as a starting point for essential functions, 

others have focused on the theoretical importance of specific capabilities to highlight their 

significance.  For example, Austin (2018) focuses on the importance of Nussbaum’s 

capability of practical reasoning.  She argues that practical reasoning is especially 
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important because it involves the development and evolution of an individual’s sense of 

value and reason to live.  Through the capability of practical reasoning, Austin (2018) 

suggests that some capabilities, such as practical reasoning, act as an “activation factor”.   

Activation factor means that some capabilities allow other capabilities to become 

“functionings;” in other words, it lets people turn opportunities into actualised choices.  

Thus, Austin’s (2018) research highlights the gap between freedom (in the general sense) 

and absolute positive freedom (what is actually possible and achievable).   

While Austin (2018) has highlighted the importance of specific capabilities using theory, 

others, through empirical work, have highlighted capabilities that are especially important 

to people who are experiencing homelessness in different contexts.  In addition, different 

housing and homelessness scholars have recently begun to focus on the importance of 

specific capabilities and how they relate to other capabilities and functions (Watts and 

Blenkinsopp 2021; Austin 2018).  

Recently, Watts and Blenkinsopp (2021) have highlighted the importance of Nussbaum’s 

capability of control over one’s environment in the field of homelessness.  Watts and 

Blenkinsopp argue that “control over one’s immediate living environment has been 

insufficiently recognised as a foundational component of a minimally decent life within 

the capabilities literature” (2021: 1).  Their argument suggests that in temporary 

accommodation, people experiencing homelessness are often forced to compromise on 

the capability of control over their environment.   Watts and Blenkinsopp (2021) then 

focus on how control over one’s living environment impacts other capabilities, especially 

while experiencing homelessness.  Similarly to housing and homelessness studies, the 

fields of law and human rights have also taken an interest in how Nussbaum’s Capability 

Approach can be applied to Indigenous peoples’ rights to autonomy and self-

determination, as will be explored in the next section. 

THE CAPABILITY APPROACH AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ 

RIGHTS 

Nussbaum's (2011) Capability Approach concerns itself with capabilities that are not 

accessible or obtainable to people because of discrimination and marginalisation.  



68 

 

Discrimination and marginalisation are particularly pressing issues in the context of 

Indigenous communities as, 

"[e]vidence suggests that colonial policies and their contemporary echoes have 

contributed heavily to the social and economic marginalisation of Indigenous 

peoples, and to the significant gap in quality of life that exists between Indigenous 

peoples and non-indigenous communities in virtually every region of the globe" 

(Murphy 2014; 326). 

Consequently, many scholars are interested in Indigenous peoples' rights because they are 

often sovereign nations residing within nation-states.  Meaning many Indigenous 

communities are within their own right, meant to govern themselves and act as a nation 

within another country.  The lack of self-determination, combined with historical colonial, 

housing and homelessness policies, has limited their collective opportunities for choice 

and freedom.  For example, many Indigenous peoples' nations are not given full autonomy 

over their lands, peoples, and resources (discussed in Chapter 3) (Binder and Binder 2016).  

Since Nussbaum's Capability Approach centres on the importance of human diversity and 

freedom, this approach can help determine what would be considered just to the 

distinctive needs of Indigenous peoples.   The Capability Approach can also increase 

understanding of what differentiates Indigenous peoples from other marginalised minority 

groups while highlighting how Indigenous knowledge and values can inform the 

capabilities needed for all people to live a well-lived life.   

Some scholars have utilised the Capability Approach to argue for Indigenous peoples' 

right to autonomy and self-determination (Panzironi 2012; Murphy 2014; Binder and 

Binder 2016).  Their arguments have focused on the importance of collective capabilities 

and the individual need for core capabilities (Murphy 2014).  For example, Murphy (2014) 

focuses on the importance of Nussbaum's (2011) capability of control over one's 

environment as a means of political self-determination, stating that "[c]ollective capability 

for political self-determination is not only compatible with the capabilities approach but 

is an idea that it cannot do without" (Murphy 2014; 320).  Murphy (2014) also discusses 

how Sen (2002) emphasises the importance of freedom and democracy, which rests on 
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individual political self-determination.  Murphy (2014) uses the Capability Approach to 

understand the needs of Indigenous peoples and offers an especially compelling 

illustration of how important collective capabilities can be, and demonstrates the value of 

Nussbaum's (2011) individual capability of control over one's environment.    

Nussbaum's (2011) Capability Approach also allows for the differences in the value 

systems of Indigenous peoples by offering a tool and a means of deliberation among tribes.  

Binder and Binder (2016) argue that the capability framework allows for an evaluative 

account of aspects of autonomous regimes, which are often neglected by standard legal 

analysis.  The Capability Approach can be used to "conceptualise Indigenous autonomy 

because it puts at the centre the freedom of Indigenous peoples to pursue the paths of 

development they value" (Binder and Binder 2016: 309).    

Utilising the Capability Approach in an Indigenous context also makes it possible for 

Indigenous knowledge and values to develop this theory further.  The Capability 

Approach was previously criticised for potentially constituting another form of Western 

philosophy and imperialist values imposed on already marginalised populations (Stewart 

2001; Clark 2005).  However, because the Capability Approach calls for deliberation and 

reasoning with the groups it involves, it can include holistic relationships between 

capabilities informed by Indigenous peoples' values (Binder and Binder 2016; Hoffmann 

and Metz 2017; Robeyns and Byskov 2020).  By utilising the Capability Approach and 

implementing the agreed-upon values and capabilities of the most vulnerable among 

Indigenous peoples, such as those experiencing homelessness, policies can be formed to 

minimise the inequality gap while also addressing the needs of other multi-disadvantage 

groups and populations.    

CONCLUSION 

As discussed above, Nussbaum’s Capability Approach has been utilised to understand the 

importance of housing in the homelessness field and understand Indigenous peoples’ 

rights to autonomy and self-determination.  However, Nussbaum’s Capability Approach 

has not previously been applied to understand and evaluate why Indigenous peoples are 
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overrepresented in homelessness experiences and how homelessness affects their 

capabilities.    

Housing policy in the US has long experienced exclusionary practices for many minority 

populations.  As previously explored in Chapter 2, housing and emergency shelters often 

act as a barrier (or facilitator) to what people can do and be and what future generations 

and whole communities are able to achieve collectively.  Chapter 3 discussed the history 

of Indigenous peoples in the US and the many policies that forcefully required them to 

assimilate, disassociate, and relocate from Native and Indigenous cultures.  This chapter 

has also linked the historical context with each capability to provide further insight how 

certain capabilities have been historically restricted to Indigenous peoples and people 

experiencing homelessness. This chapter has argued that the historical impact of federal 

housing and treaty policies on Indigenous peoples in the US can be evaluated using 

Nussbaum’s Capability Approach with Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness 

today.    

The Capability Approach is concerned with systemic social injustice and inequality, 

making the framework especially useful in evaluating and understanding the experiences 

of those most marginalised, such as Indigenous peoples who are overrepresented in the 

homeless population in urban areas of the US.  In addition, this framework provides a tool 

for evaluating which resources are not being distributed to Indigenous peoples 

experiencing homelessness and how that impacts their quality of life.  The next chapter 

will cover the methodology implemented and how the Capability Approach was used to 

analyse the case study data.    
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Chapter 5: METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides an account of the research design and methodology used to answer 

the research questions and the rationale underpinning my approach.  I begin by briefly 

discussing the research design and type of case study employed.   The chapter then 

discusses the key methodological decisions regarding data collection and how the 

theoretical approach was used to analyse this qualitative data.   Finally, the chapter 

concludes by reflecting on the ethical implications of the project design, my self-

reflexivity as a researcher, and the strengths and limitations of this methodological 

approach.    

RESEARCH DESIGN: SELECTING QUALITATIVE METHODS 

Given the exploratory nature of the research questions set out in Chapter 1, a qualitative 

study design was selected as best suited to help investigate the nature of the research 

problem.  I could have undertaken a quantitative study to provide more context to the 

scale of the issue (Strauss & Corbin, 1994 as mentioned in Baškarada 2014; Seawright 

and Gerring 2008; Gustafsson 2017).  However, quantitative data gathered in King 

County/Seattle is still in the process of being standardised across housing and 

homelessness programmes (King County Regional Homeless Authority 2021).   The lack 

of standard quantitative data has impacted the accuracy of data on housing and 

homelessness programmes and an understanding of the scale of the issue on a long-term 

and longitudinal study basis.  As a result, less is known about Indigenous peoples’ specific 

homelessness experiences accessing and participating in emergency shelter services. 

Consequently, my research aim is to provide a foundation for formulating hypotheses that 

can be scaled up to be tested and researched more widely about the experiences of 

Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness in different contexts, while also providing 

the needed knowledge to begin to address policy changes to help better engage and 

address Indigenous peoples homelessness experiences.  My research questions are 

focused on understanding not only the experiences of Indigenous peoples’ homelessness 
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experiences in Seattle but also how Martha Nussbaum’s Capability Approach (2003; 

2011) can be used as a starting point to measure how Indigenous peoples are able to deal 

with experiencing homelessness in Seattle.   

Qualitative research questions help describe an event or experience that occurs within a 

natural setting (Abusabha and Woelfel, 2003 as cited in Lowhorn 2007).  This is 

particularly aligned with my second and third research questions that focus on the extent 

that available emergency accommodation impact on the capabilities of Indigenous 

peoples experiencing homelessness and the characteristics of emergency accommodation 

that help explain the decision to sleep rough.  Thirdly, qualitative research permits “the 

perspective of the people being studied” to be explored in-depth (Bryman 2016: 333).  

The perspective of people being studied is critical with understudied population 

experiences and where flexibility, in theory, may be needed to encompass their 

perspectives.  Finally, qualitative research allows the focus to be on understanding 

processes and decision-making that occur on an individual basis to describe a larger 

phenomenon (Bryman 2016).  Given that the research questions of this thesis explain the 

extent to which environments impacts on the experiences and understanding of people 

experiencing homelessness decisions, qualitative research was the most appropriate 

methodology to answer these questions.  In the following section, I will argue why a 

single-case study was used in this research.     

CASE STUDY APPROACH: INVESTIGATING A SINGLE 

EXPLANATORY CASE STUDY  

A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon in depth and within 

a specific context (Yin and Davis 2007; Yin 2009).  Case study research is often most 

appropriate for questions that ask “why” or “how” (Yin 2018).  Hence, a case study was 

particularly suited to this study’s research questions, focusing on the why and how of 

decision-making processes.  Indeed, Schramm (1971 as cited in Yin 2009) states that case 

study research aims to illustrate a decision or a set of decisions made in a specific context 

and phenomenon.  While various case studies can be applied when conducting 
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quantitative and/or qualitative research, the two main options of a case study design are 

multiple case studies and a single-case study (Yin 2009; Gustafsson 2017).    

Some consideration was given to the multiple case study approach on the basis that it is 

argued to be more convincing in theory when using empirical evidence because a 

researcher can “analyse the data both within each situation and across situations” 

(Gustafsson 2017; 3).  However, given the extreme overrepresentation of general 

homelessness in Seattle (third largest in the US), it would be difficult to find a similar-

sized city with a comparable homelessness scale issue and similar economic trends as 

Seattle within the US (Platt 2019).  Also, it was important to consider that multiple case 

studies are usually more costly and time-consuming to implement (Baxter and Jack 2008).   

However, a single-case study is particularly suited to confirm and describe the existence 

of a phenomenon in a particular context (Dyer and Wilkins 1991; Siggelkow 2007).  The 

depth and detail often focused in single-case studies have been argued to produce different 

and better theories than multiple-case studies (Dyer and Wilkins 1991).  Often single-case 

studies are used in research that aims to highlight a specific person or group of people or 

a specific phenomenon in a particular place (Yin 2009).  For this reason, a single-case 

study is particularly suited with this study’s research agenda that seeks to situate the 

experiences of Indigenous peoples who are homeless in Seattle. 

Yin (2009: 21) proposes three main distinct types of single-case studies: "explanatory or 

casual case studies, descriptive case studies, and exploratory case studies".  Descriptive 

research describes or defines the research topic presented (DeCarlo 2018).  In contrast, 

“exploratory research is usually conducted when a researcher has begun an investigation 

and wishes to understand the topic more generally” or understand if there is a need for 

further research on a particular subject (DeCarlo 2018; 1).  Neither are particularly suited 

to the research questions at hand.  However, an explanatory case study was thought most 

suited for three reasons; first, explanatory, or casual case studies, focus on providing 

the why and what for an object of study.  Secondly, explanatory research focuses on 

attempting to explain why something occurs in the way that it does (DeCarlo 2018). 
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Finally, the primary use for explanatory research is problem-solving by locating new data 

or locating under-researched data (DeCarlo 2018).  

This thesis is an explanatory single-case study that uses Seattle to investigate the nature 

and impacts of homelessness on Indigenous peoples in Seattle.  Based on the explanatory 

research questions and the limitations of conducting a PhD within a set timeframe and 

with finite financial resources, a single-case study was also more appropriate and feasible.   

QUALITATIVE DATA COLLECTION 

Altogether, 44 people (14 key informants and 30 service users) participated in this 

research.  Data collection was first conducted with key informants in 2018 and then with 

service users in 2019.  An account of both these phases of fieldwork and empirical 

research is now given.    

Key informant interviews 

A total of 14 face-to-face key informant interviews were conducted.  These interviews 

were designed to provide insight into the second research question and inform sections of 

Chapter 2 (Accommodation Options and Profile of Seattle’s Homeless Population).  Key 

informant interviews helped focus my initial literature review by highlighting 

demographic data and sharing where they thought policy and practice needed to improve. 

It became evident through the combination of the key informant interviews and literature 

review that there was a gap in research and practice informed by Indigenous peoples’ 

homelessness experiences in Seattle. Key informants provided a rich account of the 

general homelessness data across King County, what they perceive to be the challenges 

of different types of accommodations, and the policy implications of homelessness on 

different populations. It was through the input from the key informant interviews that the 

decision was made to focus on Indigenous peoples currently experiencing homelessness 

in Seattle. 

I based my criteria for key informants on people working in the housing/homelessness 

sector who were well-connected and informed about housing and shelter resources and 

know the homelessness sector from different points of view and concerning different 
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communities/population groups.  Another objective of this set of interviews was to 

contextualise local homelessness responses and an understanding of shelter/housing 

resources.  Key informants included front-line workers, managers, supervisors from the 

third sector, front-line workers in the public sector, homeless policy writers, and directors 

from Seattle and King County. 

I approached each key informant by email, attaching an information sheet about my 

research (see Appendix A key information sheet).  During my key informant fieldwork, I 

was a lead homeless project manager for King County working on the 2019 point-in-time 

count (PITC) of people experiencing homelessness across King County/Seattle.  My 

position at the county allowed me access to high-profile key informants and to information 

that helped me decide who would be best to interview.  Below, the key informant 

interview sample is discussed.    

I organised interview questions for key informants into sections on the themes of general 

enumeration data of homeless populations; types of accommodation offered; profile of 

homelessness populations; perspectives and experiences of each type of accommodation 

option; advantages and disadvantages of accommodation options; homeless 

encampments; and policy direction (Appendix B for key informant topic guide).  This 

topic guide was an interview tool used to ensure that I was only asking relevant questions, 

remembering to ask about certain themes dependent on key informant roles and helping 

stay within the allotted 60 minutes timeframe.   

There were two interviews in which more than one key informant was interviewed 

simultaneously.  These specific interviews were requested to be done together by 

organisations/ key informants to help minimise the amount of time staff were away from 

their duties.  Interviews were either conducted in a conference room alone at the 

organisation, a coffee shop, or in a conference room at King County offices.    

The sampling of 14 key informants included six people who worked for King County on 

both City and County homelessness funding and policy formation.  In addition, I 

interviewed a range of directors, managers, and direct-service providers at King County.    
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Three key informants worked for the City of Seattle housing and homelessness 

departments.  Their roles also included manager, homeless programme compliance, and 

people who worked directly with the Mayor of Seattle’s office.  In total, nine interviews 

were with people who worked for the local government -- either for the city or the county.  

In addition, five interviews were conducted with a variety of people from different direct-

service housing and homeless organisations.  Staff interviewed were either direct-service 

staff or directors and managers of housing and homelessness organisations.  Organisations 

were chosen based on the specialised populations they serve (youth, BAME/BIPOC, 

family, substance misuse) and their housing/ shelter accommodation programmes.   

I took notes during interviews and, with the permission of the key informants, also audio 

recorded interviews.  I also started to note common themes and impressions immediately 

after each interview. As part of my safety plan and risk assessment I was in touch regularly 

with my supervisors regarding emerging themes and findings throughout the interviews.    

Service user interviews 

I conducted 30 face-to-face service user interviews.  For ease and because of time 

constraints, I decided that it was best to contact an organisation that already focused on 

working specifically with Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness.  I reached out 

to the Director of an organisation called Chief Seattle Club (CSC).  CSC is a non-profit 

organisation that focuses on the needs of urban Indigenous peoples.  I asked if they would 

be interested in helping with the recruitment of service users and the aim of the research.  

CSC is one of the few “Native’s only” non-profits in the US.  “Native’s only” refers to 

providing a space meant only for enrolled tribal members that provided equipped tailored 

resources created by Indigenous peoples for Indigenous peoples.  CSC operates a day 

centre that offers an array of services that include: case management, housing resources, 

welfare benefits enrolment, an onsite nurse, clothing, meals, computers, bus tickets, 

community sweat lodge (traditional healing space), drum circle (ceremonial drumming), 

art studios.  CSC functions as both a community and day centre in the same space.  This 

fusion of the two spaces (community and day centre) creates a space where people who 

are experiencing homelessness have a space to connect with other people about something 
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else other than their homelessness or socio-economic stance.  CSC engages people before 

they become homeless and is also a space people can continue to go to once they are 

provided housing.   

I created a topic guide for service user interviews covering the themes of current living 

arrangements, accommodation experiences, engagement with services, housing 

preferences (advantages and disadvantages of different accommodation options), and 

policy/practices recommendations (see Appendix C for Service User topic guide).  This 

topic guide was designed specifically to answer the research questions (2-3), which focus 

on contextualising Indigenous peoples’ overrepresentation in homelessness, the impact 

on the capabilities of Indigenous people in Seattle, and the decision-making process of 

choosing between different forms of emergency accommodation versus sleeping rough.   

Questions focused on how they prioritised what is important to them and what they 

thought of different types of emergency shelter accommodations.    

Although 30 interviews were conducted, only 20 were selected for the purpose of this 

study.  The 20 that were selected were based on those experiencing homelessness at the 

time of the interview and who had answered at least most questions in sufficient depth.   

Of the ten interviews not included in this study, six people interviewed had either recently 

transitioned into permanent housing or had not been homeless in Seattle long enough to 

have sufficient knowledge about different types of shelters, which was discussed during 

their interview. Four interviewees did not answer the questions fully due to interviewing 

them with their partner or because they gave short answers and skipped essential questions.    

I offered compensation to each participant at a rate of $25USD.  Each interview was 

conducted in a private conference room provided by CSC.  On average, interviews lasted 

approximately 40 minutes each.    

My sample group for service users were single Indigenous peoples aged between 18-65 

experiencing homelessness in Seattle.  For the purpose of recruitment and this study, 

homelessness was defined as being without permanent housing, and living outdoors 

(including homeless encampments) or within emergency shelters.    
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Of the 20 interviews used in the analysis, I interviewed seven people who identified as 

female, 12 people who identified as males, and one person who identified as two-spirits 

(US Native Americans often refer to those who identify similar to gender fluid/ non-

conforming as two spirits.   People who encompass both feminine and masculine energies).  

All interviewees were over the age of 18, and the majority were between the ages of 32-

57.  Only two of the interviews were in a household as a couple, and four people were 

experiencing homelessness with their adult children — the rest of the interviewees 

identified as single and the only person in their household.    

Most people were receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security 

Disability Insurance (SSDI) payments.  Both are federal programmes that provide a cash 

payment to people who meet the federal definition of disabled (Benefits,gov 2021).  

However, they differ in eligibility and the amount awarded.  The federal government 

states that SSI is designed “to meet the basic needs of elderly, blind and disabled 

individuals who need help with food and shelter” (Benefits.gov 2021; 1).  The maximum 

federal SSI benefit changes yearly based on the increase in the Consumer Price Index.  In 

2019, the SSI monthly payment amount per person was $771 and $1157 for a couple (if 

both were eligible) (Benefits.gov 2021).  While SSDI, by contrast, is an entitlement 

programme eligible to people who have paid into the Social Security system in the US 

regardless of income or assets.  SSDI eligibility requires someone to be “unable to work 

because [they] have a medical condition that is expected to last at least one year or result 

in death and not have a partial or short-term disability” (Benefits.gov 2021).  In 2019 

people received $1,234 a month on SSDI.  To contextualise the amount people received 

in 2019 from SSI and SSDI, a studio apartment in Seattle would cost on average $1,416 

per month in 2019 (rentdata.org 2019).  Consequently, interviewees who were receiving 

any cash benefits could not afford unsubsidized rent in Seattle and still be able to pay for 

food, medical expenses (prescriptions, prosthetics, treatment), and transportation.    

In total, 3 of the 20 were working part-time, in informal or day-labour (employment where 

the worker is hired and paid one day at a time or weekly) jobs.  Many of these day-labour 

jobs were in construction, moving companies, and cleaning services.    
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Of the 20 interviewees, 12 people identified as disabled, and 8 did not.  Many participants 

had long-term medical conditions that impacted them physically and mentally.  Many of 

the physical conditions impacted their mobility and others endured health challenges that 

strained their mental health and often exasperated their depression, anxiety, and PTSD.  

Further explored in Chapter 6, many interviewees faced medical-access issues and were 

waiting for more permanent housing options to get needed operations and treatment for 

their illnesses.    

Of the 20 interviewees experiencing homelessness, half were exclusively sleeping rough 

(with the exception sometimes during extreme weather), and the other half utilised a 

variety of shelters year around.  In addition, it was revealed that four of the 20 interviewees 

owned a home on a reservation but were experiencing homelessness in Seattle.   

I recruited people throughout August of 2019. Recruitment happened on the day of the 

interviews.  I went to CSC at 7:00 after the breakfast programme had started and before 

other programmes (such as daily bus fare vouchers, laundry, shower, and art classes) were 

about to begin.  This timing worked well since many members were waiting after 

breakfast for other programmes to start.  I conducted between two and four interviews per 

day.  I went to CSC every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday until I had reached the 30 

interviews and data saturation.       

Drawing on the data of Homeless Management Information System (HMIS 2019) and the 

PITC (All Home 2019), I was able to recruit specific demographics that reflected the 

overall composition of the general homelessness population in age, gender, employment 

status, and type of homelessness (rough sleeping or shelter).  

During routine organisation announcements, I would be offered time to let people know 

about the opportunity to be a participant in the study.  Members of CSC had heard about 

the interviews either through word-of-mouth or from a previous day I was at CSC.  I kept 

track of general demographic data through the interviewing process.  Once half the 

interviews had been conducted, I deliberately recruited interviewees to represent gaps in 

certain genders, age ranges, or homelessness experiences from the first half.  I was also 

keen to let people know what I meant by currently experiencing homelessness.  With the 
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help of staff members at CSC and their knowledge of members, I was able to get the 

diversity of representation that I needed for this study and had more than enough 

participants offering to be interviewed.  I took notes during interviews and, with the 

permission of participants, also audio recorded interviews.  I also started to note common 

themes and impressions immediately afterwards and shared those themes with my 

supervisors as I updated them on my fieldwork progress.    

DATA ANALYSIS 

All interviews were transcribed and the transcripts anonymised.   Once transcriptions were 

anonymised, I began to code each individual transcript.  Below I explain the process of 

coding and data interpretation 

Coding 

The initial coding began manually with printed transcripts and noting keywords and 

summaries of each interview on the margins of each document.  My first round of coding 

was with my key informant interviews. The manual summaries assisted in finding 

examples of key occurrences and gave me themes to start with when using NVivo.  NVivo 

is an analysis software tool used to aid the analysis of qualitative data by providing a 

system and tools to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of the analysis (Bazeley and 

Jackson 2013).  To help with the data analysis process, I used NVivo to help find emerging 

patterns and themes.  Data analysis was initiated by themes and concepts identified from 

the literature review and the themes noted on the margins of the transcripts of my 

interviews.  NVivo’s software ranges in useful functions for the purpose of this study; I 

used it for categorisation, annotation, search within text, and assistance in reducing the 

likeliness of fragmentation of the original interviews (Carvajal 2002).   

Interpretation 

Once all interviews had been summarised, interviewees given pseudonyms, and all 

identifying information redacted, I used a more systematic coding process, creating charts 

and outlines in Word with themes and examples of quotes from participants, divided by 

theme.  By using a thematic analysis of the data, I aimed to capture trends and key 

characteristics of the data (Ryan and Bernard 2003).   To help with the initial thematic 
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analysis using NVivo, I searched for: repetitions, local typologies or categories, 

metaphors, transitions, similarities and differences between interviews, linguistic 

connectors that point to causal connections (because or since), missing data, and theory-

related material using social control typologies (Johnsen et al. 2018) initially.  Later, I 

used Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) list of capabilities (See Chapter 4 Table 1) to springboard 

these initial coding themes.   

The thematic approach aimed to explore how each capability (Nussbaum 2011) could be 

used to explain the experiences of shelter accommodation options and decision-making 

processes and the potential barriers to accessing emergency shelter or other housing 

programmes.  However, during my initial data analysis of service users, after half the 

interviews had been coded, emerging findings started to point to a theoretical 

reconsideration leading to an evolution in my framework during the process of coding 

service user interviews.  I shifted from focusing on types of social control (Johnsen et al. 

2018) to utilising Nussbaum’s Capability Approach.  Once I began using Nussbaum’s 

Capability Approach to help interpret my data, the explanations many interviewees gave 

were more precise, and grouping certain capabilities with certain types of accommodation 

options was an instinctive fit.   Nussbaum’s (2003; 2001) Capability Approach provided 

the flexibility needed in the collected qualitative data to inform the theoretical framework, 

rather than only counting on the framework to inform the data collected.   

This thesis utilises Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) Capabilities Approach as a form of 

evaluation and foundation to explain the barriers to accessing housing and shelter for the 

Indigenous peoples in Seattle.  Nussbaum’s (2003; 2011) list of ten essential capabilities 

was used as a guide to help code service user interviews by specific capabilities.  The 

grouping of capabilities helped answer the research questions (2 & 3).  

Before choosing this theoretical framework, my research initially began by utilising a 

social control typology (Johnsen et al.  2018).  The literature review demonstrated distinct 

forms of social control (instances of force, coercion, incentives, bargaining, and tolerance) 

used by the federal government through public policy and through the experiences of 

many rough sleepers who were staying in homeless encampments.    
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However, the preliminary findings from service user interviews suggested that many of 

the decisions people were making focused on prioritising basic necessities (see below 

Data Analysis).  Given the nature of Nussbaum's Capabilities Approach (2003; 2011) and 

its focus on people's basic needs required to live a well-lived life, this framework was 

more relevant in examining how Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness address 

their basic needs before contemplating issues of social control.       

ETHICS 

When conducting this research, ethical protocols were followed to protect the participants.   

Determining whether there is harm to the participant is crucial and involves multiple 

dimensions to the word “harm.”  This meant considering participants’ safety from 

(emotional) harm when asking questions, safety from personal harm (repercussion) with 

sharing their opinions, and considering if there was any harm posed to their privacy when 

conducting the interview and with the information used from their interview.   Many of 

these considerations about harm were addressed in the formation of my questions, where 

the interview took place, and the transcribing and coding of the transcriptions.   With 

careful attention to participants’ privacy, each participant was given a pseudonym, and 

the removal of any identifiable information was applied to all quotes utilised (Diener and 

Crandall 1978; Bryman 2012). In addition, all identifiable information was either edited 

out or changed to broader non-identifiable characteristics. An example of changing 

something to a broader non-identifiable characteristic was changing a specific disease or 

medical diagnosis to “medical condition.”  Changing identifiable information is 

particularly important to adhere to when working with members of a small community 

who may know each other (Festinger et al. 1956).  Keeping information private was of 

highest priority to keep participants free from harm and maintain their confidence in my 

ability to do so. It allowed them to say what they felt without repercussions.  I utilised an 

encrypted password-protected recorder and kept my field notes out of reach while in the 

field.     

Before the interview and during the recruitment process, interviews and questions about 

the study were explained with complete transparency.  In addition, I ensured that all 



83 

 

participants knew why I was conducting this research and that they knew their 

participation was voluntary (Bryman 2016).  After this brief, each interviewee was asked 

to partake in the research, and their consent was recorded.  Before individuals consented 

to participate, I sent all topic guides and information flyers and research objectives to the 

CSC director.  I wanted my intentions to be transparent and only asked questions pertinent 

to the research questions (Bryman 2012).  Interview questions focused on their 

experiences of shelters, programmes, services rather than asking about personal trauma 

and why they were in the circumstance of experiencing homelessness.  If an interviewee 

displayed signs of distress or discomfort, they were reminded that they could withdraw 

from the interview at any time or take a break if needed.  Each interviewee was also 

provided with an information flyer (see Appendix D) during their interview on how to 

contact me locally and abroad should they change their mind about participating or have 

further questions.  This flyer also had the contact details of my supervisors should they 

have any complaints or want to talk to anyone else about their participation or the research 

objectives.   

I had a safety plan set in place for conducting fieldwork.  During my key informant 

fieldwork, I was always in conference rooms in offices that required checking-in by 

signing in or with an access key only provided to staff members.  Even the third sector 

offices where I conducted interviews had a check-in service, locked doors, and sign-in 

sheets.   While conducting my service user fieldwork, I was in a conference room near the 

main lobby area of CSC and staff member offices.  As part of my safety plan, I contacted 

my supervisors regularly during my fieldwork.  Similarly to the key informant offices, I 

also would always check in with the front desk staff about how long I would be using 

their conference room and what days I would be in.  CSC has a robust safety and security 

process on-site with a check-in system for everyone at the organisation.   Every person 

was greeted as they came into the door by the front desk staff, who check members in 

one-by-one.  Members were not let in if they were intoxicated or under the influence of 

any substances; they would be asked to come again when sober.    

It was important for me to provide paid incentives for research participants who were 

service users.  Their knowledge was valuable, and they should be compensated for their 
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time.  I paid them $25USD in gift cards for their time and input.  The department was 

generous in providing the funding for this.  I purchased local gift cards to a local shop 

named Target, which sells groceries, clothing, and household items.  Each participant 

received the same amount.    

REFLEXIVITY  

Reflexivity is a mutually interrelated process that evaluates qualitative data in practice 

and outcomes (Corlett and Mavin 2010; Day 2012).  Reflexivity impacts how data is 

processed and interpreted (Hibbert et al. 2010).  My positionality has influenced and 

gained me access to people in this study.  I grew up in the Yakima Valley and on the 

Yakama Reservation in Washington state.   I have also worked in a variety of capacities 

across King County in different housing and homelessness programmes and services. 

I was in a privileged position to be able to access high profile key informants through my 

work at King County. Key informants were comfortable speaking about gaps and 

weaknesses in data and policy from their perspectives because they already knew I had 

access and worked on many of the same teams and steering groups.  They were able to 

help me reach other key informants and make introductions. One key informant made an 

introduction email to the director of CSC and introduced me as a researcher and former 

King County programme manager.  

After an initial meeting with the director and assistant director of CSC, I was invited to 

conduct my research in a safe “Native only” space. Our conversation covered the topic of 

my research, my background, and my hopes for this research to have a positive impact in 

homelessness policy reform in Seattle.   While I am not an enrolled member of a tribe, my 

ancestral background was discussed when I asked for permission and assistance from the 

director and assistant director of CSC to recruit interviewees.   I had met the director of 

CSC and members of their staff prior when I lead the PITC in King County.  They were 

aware of my work on racial equity and attempts to make the process of data collection in 

Seattle/King County more racially equitable.   
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Interviewees spoke openly about discrimination, racial injustice, and trauma endured on 

and away from reservations, often reassuring me that they believed I could relate at the 

end of their experience.  My personal experience as a woman of colour and someone who 

had some experience of life on the Yakama reservation connected me to interviewees and 

made the dynamic of interviews often feel conversational and emotionally safe.  A couple 

of interviewees sang during their interviews, connected over anecdotal stories, and some 

wept in the process of explaining their frustrations.  I hold their narratives closely and 

honour their knowledge.     

 

While I did not know any of the interviewees personally, I had a lot of context and 

understanding of both the enumerated data in King County, and had interviewed 

thousands of people experiencing homelessness upon enrolling them in different 

homelessness programmes across King County while I was a practitioner and volunteer. 

I have worked directly with people experiencing homelessness for over 10 years in Seattle.   

My experience as a practitioner and as someone who has lived experience on a reservation 

gained me access to homelessness data, key informants, and interviewees and it has 

informed my analysis of the data collected. 

While conducting research with an often-overlooked and under-resourced population, I 

felt a profound sense of responsibility to honour their words and experiences accurately.  

I sought insight from a key informant who worked closely with Indigenous populations 

about my final findings and invited Seattle Indigenous peoples-focused organisations to 

my department’s virtual seminar about my research findings.  I reflected on the ethical 

dilemma of not wanting to focus on just historical trauma or romanticising homelessness 

and resilience while also wanting to highlight strengths in this community and value in 

Indigenous peoples’ knowledge in homelessness policy.     

My work as a homeless policy project manager in Seattle provided a context of 

overarching data on homelessness in Seattle and how it is collected in King County.  My 

professional background has influenced how I read and understand quantitative data and 
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academic homeless literature from Seattle.  My personal and professional experiences 

have immensely informed my interpretations and findings in my research.  

It has been important for me to feel that my research provides a certain level of reciprocity 

with the population it focuses on; not just extracting knowledge from a marginalised 

community was important to me.  I have tried to find events and platforms where I could 

help elevate Indigenous voices and Indigenous-led movements.  I was entrusted to assist 

in the local coordination of Indigenous peoples’ voices in the UN Climate Change 

Conference (COP26) in November 2021 in Glasgow, UK.  My role was to help facilitate 

all the logistics for 150+ Indigenous delegates from various countries; specifically, I 

helped navigate international bureaucracies for visas, flights, and COVID-19 restrictions.  

I located local venues for debates, lectures, and sharing of their experience and traditional 

ecological knowledge.  I also translated for Indigenous delegates at the Scottish 

Parliament and translated a letter given to the president of COP26, which states the 

collective demands Indigenous peoples were asking for at COP26.  I have helped start and 

facilitate a scholarship programme for Indigenous youth delegates seeking a master’s 

degree at the University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, UK.  Finally, Minga Indigena (an 

Indigenous peoples movement) have offered to help have my thesis translated into 

Spanish to make my research more accessible to other countries in Latin America who 

also have an overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness.  I hope 

that my research findings will be accessible and useful for adapting policy responses in 

the US addressing racial inequalities within homelessness and insightful to other similarly 

colonised countries that are home to Indigenous populations.    

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS IN RESEARCH METHOD 

The main strength of this research was hearing directly and in detail from Indigenous 

peoples who were experiencing homelessness in Seattle.  The qualitative methodologies 

utilised to conduct the interviews yielded rich and detailed narratives.  Through the 

participants' knowledge and experiences, I was able to shape and give careful context to 

the homelessness experiences of Indigenous peoples in Seattle.  Working with qualitative 

data allowed me the needed flexibility to comprehend and try different conceptual 
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frameworks to help explain and understand unexpected factors and perspectives given.  

The explanatory focus of the research questions gives context to why the 

overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples in homelessness in Seattle occurs.  The research 

I have conducted assists in bridging a gap in understanding why Indigenous peoples 

continue to experience homelessness at such a high rate in Seattle and the city's 

homelessness responses to the rise in homelessness.   

Although I spent a considerable amount of time exploring and making sense of the rich 

data, the validity of my findings could be contested based on the fact that interviews were 

self-reported.  However, given that interviews were conducted in CSC, many participants 

expressed that they kept coming back to CSC because it was the one place where they felt 

they could be who they are as Indigenous peoples without judgment.  They were in a space 

they felt safe to tell their truths.   

Participants may have told me what they thought I wanted to hear, but doing so would not 

have benefited them in any way.  I had no power over them or influence at CSC or the 

programmes they may be trying to access or avoid.  I made this position clear before each 

interview.  The way questions were posed in the interviews were neither leading nor 

deeply personal.   Many questions were focused on what they thought the advantages and 

disadvantages were with different types of accommodation options and programmes.   

Sometimes, personal experiences were shared to give context to their answers, or as some 

expressed, “because stories are medicine”.    

An inevitable limitation in qualitative case studies is the relatively modest sample size 

and restricted generalisability of the findings because it is not meant to be statistically 

representative of the general homeless population in Seattle or all Indigenous populations 

experiencing homelessness.  However, the sample did try to reflect the general 

enumerated characteristics of the Indigenous population experiencing homelessness in 

Seattle (age, gender, economic status, type of homelessness) gathered from PITC (All 

Home 2019).  Although I was able to recruit participants with the help of staff members 

at CSC, it may have limited my ability to reach and hear from some of the most entrenched 

rough sleepers not engaged with any services or at least not engaged with CSC.  I would 
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be partial to hearing from Indigenous peoples who actively have enrolled as members of 

CSC and have sought out that space and tailored services.  This method could have also 

limited hearing from Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness but who do not 

prioritise culturally relevant spaces or resources.  I would also be partial to hearing from 

sober people because they were the only people allowed into CSC interviewing space for 

safety reasons.  This could mean that I did not hear from people who had more difficulties 

staying sober in the mornings when I was at CSC. 

My research questions provide a foundation for formulating hypotheses that can be scaled 

up to be tested and researched more widely.  As discussed in Chapter 2, Seattle is home 

to the third-largest homelessness population in the US.  The overrepresentation of 

Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness is similar to other cities across the US.  

Additionally, the available national quantitative data indicates a national issue of 

Indigenous peoples being overrepresented in homelessness across most urban areas with 

large Indigenous populations (Levy and Pindus 2020).    

Not only is the overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples in homelessness similar across 

the US but also in other countries with similar historical colonial pasts such as Canada, 

New Zealand, Australia, and many Latin American countries.  Each country has enough 

similarities of past historical policies, which have impacted Indigenous populations 

socially, economically, and culturally influencing their marginalisation and vulnerability 

to experiencing homelessness.  Consequently, I would argue that my research has wider 

applicability. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has described the methodological approach to collecting and analysing the 

data used in this study.  It argued that the nature of the research questions posed required 

a qualitative approach because they seek to explain the perspectives and experiences of 

homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples.  This research utilises the city of Seattle as a 

specific case study because of its disproportionate homelessness population size and 

because of the reported overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples within homelessness.    

Nussbaum’s Capability Approach was utilised in the data analysis to frame the findings 
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of this research.  Researcher’s positionality was discussed in how it has informed the 

analysis of this research and gained her access to both key informants and interviewees. 

While many of the research methodology strengths are discussed, the limitations of the 

research methods selected were also examined.  Although these thesis research findings 

are limited in their generalisability to other groups and contexts, they can effectively form 

and apply theoretical frameworks and hypotheses for further research on Indigenous 

peoples experiencing homelessness in the US (see Chapter 9). 

The following three chapters demonstrate the application and analysis of the interviews 

conducted.  In Chapter 6, experiences and priorities when seeking emergency shelter are 

discussed while focusing on specific capabilities of (bodily health, bodily integrity, and 

life).  Chapter 7 focuses on the importance of the capability of control over one’s own 

environment when seeking accommodation.  Finally, chapter 8 provides a focused 

explanation of the cultural relevance and importance of understanding the decision-

making process of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness through the capabilities 

of emotion, affiliation, play, senses, imagination, thought and practical reasoning.    
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Chapter 6: LIFE, BODILY INTEGRITY, AND 

BODILY HEALTH 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores how the capabilities of life, bodily integrity, and bodily health are 

relevant to Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness in emergency shelters and 

homeless encampments in Seattle.  These capabilities are associated with the physical 

body and require the opportunity to keep the physical body alive, safe, and healthy.  The 

first section of this chapter discusses some of the circumstances that Indigenous peoples 

encounter that impact on their capability of life.  Next, the chapter discusses how the 

capability of bodily integrity is experienced and prioritised in reference to emergency 

shelters, legalised encampments, and while sleeping rough.  Finally, the chapter moves 

on to explore the capability of bodily health and its influence on utilising emergency 

shelters, and discusses specific facilities identified as necessary for shelters to be 

considered adequate from the perspectives of interviewees.  This data analysis chapter 

and the following (Chapters 7-8) set out to answer the second and third research questions 

that focus on how available forms of emergency accommodation impact on the 

capabilities of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness and explain how the 

characteristics of emergency accommodation further influence their decision to sleep 

rough.  

CAPABILITY OF LIFE  

For the most minimal of living standards, the right to be protected from the denial of life 

is the most basic and essential for being able to live a well-lived life.  Nussbaum’s (2011) 

definition of the capability of life is “being able to live to the end of a human life of normal 

length; not dying prematurely” (33).  Unfortunately, Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of life 

is disproportionately more challenging for Indigenous peoples to obtain.  For Indigenous 

women, the capability of life or “not dying prematurely” is especially difficult when a 

common cause of death is murder.  From the high rates of murder, homicide, and youth 

suicide among many Indigenous communities, it can be inferred that living life to a normal 

length is a challenge for many Indigenous peoples.  For Indigenous women experiencing 
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homelessness in particular, living life to a normal length is impacted by a lack of safety 

and security provided by adequate shelter.   

In the case of Indigenous women, violence, poverty, and poor housing are especially 

interlinked (Hulchanski et al.  2009 cited in Christensen 2016).  The women interviewed 

for this study expressed why they slept rough and did not tend to utilise sanctioned (legal) 

homeless encampments or emergency shelters.  Their reasons for not staying in legalised 

encampments were primarily because they were afraid of being murdered or harmed: 

Women go missing in encampments. I'm scared of tents. Just because, out here 

people aren't from Seattle anymore, they're from other places.  I've heard really bad 

things happen to women especially in the Jungle [homeless encampment].  I heard 

there were women who were found dead… Staying in a tent for me wasn't really an 

option.  I slept in doorways.  I stayed in front of a doorway for like six months 

straight, even when it was snowing.   (Jenny) 

Jenny compromises illness from exposure to outdoor elements for a sense of security from 

violence.  A gap remains in the data regarding the leading cause of death among 

Indigenous women experiencing homelessness.  Many Indigenous women expressed 

feeling fearful of being harmed and murdered if they were to stay in an encampment: 

Encampments are scary for a girl.  Tents are too far away, nobody will hear you if 

you scream for help.  I'm telling you like you are going to get trained [gang raped] 

over and over, and if you scream who will help you?  The tents are far enough away 

that they [women] can get murdered.  (Asha) 

Asha later discusses the stigma of being homeless and how it negatively affects feeling 

secure from assault and law enforcement.  For many women interviewed, utilising 

encampments legalised by the City of Seattle is a greater risk to their life than sleeping 

rough.  Although the City of Seattle grants permits for legalised encampments, it does not 

grant security and safety for the people who live in them.  Constantly living in fear of their 

environment means people focus more on survival and adaptation than on living a well-

lived life.  Being able to live to the end of a normal life is often impacted by colonially 
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rooted policies that impact certain factors such as race, age, gender, income, and postal 

code (explored in Chapter 2).  In this sense, Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of life is often 

unobtainable for Indigenous women, especially those experiencing homelessness in urban 

areas.    

CAPABILITY OF BODILY INTEGRITY 

The fear many women experiencing homelessness mention about being murdered or 

harmed is interlinked with Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of bodily integrity: “being able 

to move freely; being able to be secure against violent assault, including sexual assault 

and domestic violence, having opportunities for sexual satisfaction and for choices in 

matters of reproduction” (33).  The capability of bodily integrity can help us understand 

why people experiencing homelessness do not use legalised encampments and emergency 

shelters: they wish to avoid sexual assault, violence, and restrictive movement.  

Understanding what people are fearful of at shelters can also inform what they feel they 

need to keep themselves safe.  Thus, people experiencing homelessness can decide to 

avoid emergency shelters and legalised encampments to avoid harm or injury.  

Sexual assault among women experiencing homelessness 

As previously mentioned, many Indigenous women experiencing homelessness fear being 

victims of murder and physical assault.  Asha expresses why legalised encampments are 

a scary place for a woman to stay in: 

They will almost kill her, just let her lay there… They will feed her a bit of food, and 

then do it [rape] again to her.   It is scary in a tent city.   You know how many girls 

that get turned out [prostituted] all the time because she trusted the wrong people 

and walked herself into a place that has 300 men consistently raping a girl.   (Asha) 

Asha discusses the lack of help and security many women experience while homeless.   

For women, Nussbaum’s capability of bodily integrity is harder to obtain when 

experiencing homelessness in encampments compared to sleeping in other types of 

emergency accommodation.  Women experiencing homelessness are often in positions 

that compromise their bodily integrity when looking for somewhere to sleep.   Asha raises 
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the issue of women experiencing homelessness being pressured into prostitution.   Jenny 

similarly highlights being pressured to compromise her bodily integrity because she is 

experiencing homelessness: 

Being in the foster care system and aging out.   That’s why I am the way I am.   

Because of what I've experienced.   I just wouldn't want people to be harmed in the 

same way that I have been harmed.   I feel like I'm bullied, I'm attacked like they're 

trying to make me a certain way or you know like go into prostitution or do 

something because of my circumstances and that's not fair, that's not right.   (Jenny) 

Jenny expresses feeling bullied and attacked by people because she is homeless.  Her 

circumstances were primarily dictated by not having secure housing.  Asha warns that 

Jenny’s situation happens to many women experiencing homelessness.  Asha also worries 

that if she were victimised, police would not help her because she is homeless: 

What is she going to do?  She going to go to the cops and say, ‘I'm homeless and I 

went to a tent city and I went around 300 men.’ They're going to say, ‘You walked 

yourself there.   You talk to these people.’ (Asha) 

Asha’s distrust in law enforcement and the justice system is supported by previous 

research.   According to the US Commission of Civil Rights (Alba et al. 2003), distrust in 

the justice system is caused by unfair treatment, “including racial profiling, disparities in 

prosecution, and lack of access to legal representation” (xi).  This distrust, combined with 

the vulnerabilities of being homeless, leave many women with fewer options of where 

they feel safe to sleep.  For many, tent cities and legalised encampments do not feel safe 

and are not an option: 

I've read a lot about [sanctioned tent cities] it in the newspaper… it is supposed to 

be non-alcohol but they threw people out because of alcohol involvement.   There 

[was a] woman that got raped there.  (Corrine) 

I didn't like it.   It was cold and scary.   I wasn't out in the woods, I was in the city.   

(Alena) 
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We stayed with friends in an encampment.   We added a tent.   Then I said, I can't 

do this.   I gotta go.   I can’t live like that.   (Sabrina) 

The most common reasons for not staying in a sanctioned (legal) encampment among 

women were: firstly, not feeling safe from assault, homicide, or disappearing; and 

secondly, not having help if they needed it.  For many, staying in a large encampment 

meant having to compromise on personal safety.  The impact of having adequate 

emergency shelter and housing for Indigenous women is a matter of reducing or 

increasing their ability to feel safe and secure. 

Violence and restrictive personal space in emergency shelters 

It was evident among interviewees that safety was a priority that was not guaranteed in 

emergency shelters or legalised encampments.  Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of bodily 

integrity also encompasses the component “to be secure from violence”.  Relating to this, 

interviewees brought up instances where the physical environment of shelters made 

people protective of their personal space.  One participant further discussed how the 

shelters’ limited space often provokes disagreements among service users that can 

escalate to physical violence: 

… In most places like I just don't feel comfortable because, I'm cautious.   I mean, 

they say like smart people learn from their mistakes, that wise people learn from the 

mistakes of others… An accident happened with this Native dude over here at the 

shelter.   He was over there sleeping.   This guy… was snoring next to him, in his 

face.   Smelling you know, his body odour and alcohol whatever.   So he nudged 

him, ‘Hey man, you know you're snoring in my face, roll over or something.’ Dude 

starts talking and kind of pushes him and so he got up started punching him.   They 

kicked them out and then they jumped [assaulted] him on the street and the guy died 

because… they thought he was sleeping and they just left him lying there with a 

concussion.   (Hewie) 

Hewie indicates that a key factor to the death of this Native man was that he did not have 

adequate shelter.  He was not allowed enough space to sleep comfortably, and nor were 
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the people around him.  Hewie highlights the severe consequence of having shelter 

removed as a form of punishment.  In this instance, the man’s lack of adequate shelter 

also left him exposed to further bodily harm, because he did not receive the medical 

attention he needed.  Perhaps the response from both passers-by and staff would have 

been different if the man had seemed to be “housed”, and not as “belonging” in the street.   

This example further demonstrates the importance of the capability of bodily integrity for 

a person experiencing homelessness in an emergency shelter.  The shelter did not offer 

protection from violence; rather, the staff or shelter policy required all participating parties 

in the altercation to leave, allowing further assault to take place and the injured man to be 

left in the street.  Reinforcing Hewie’s concern about lack of space and the associated risk 

of confrontations, James stated that if people had their own space (perhaps privacy), there 

would be less cause for conflict: 

Shelters have a lot of confrontations because you don’t have your own space… I 

don’t like smelling another guy’s feet.   I have to go fight with a guy about that.   

Because he has to put his head down by my feet and I have to smell his feet and 

sleep… staggered like that… It doesn’t work that way you know.   Then I said, I am 

going to put my dirty socks down my feet so you have to deal with it… (James) 

Hewie’s and James’ apprehensiveness of shelters due to the lack of personal space and 

associated risk of confrontations was a common theme among the respondents in this 

study.  This finding reinforces why the capability of bodily integrity is difficult for many 

to obtain.  Most emergency shelters do not provide adequate shelter nor an environment 

free from violence and assault; indeed, many interviewees suggested that the conditions 

of the shelters increased the likelihood of violence between service users.  While many 

worried about people encroaching on their personal space, others worried about mass 

violence caused by guns, and a lack of safety measures to prevent a mass incident.   

Gun violence and emergency shelters 

For many respondents, confrontations seemed more likely to occur in emergency shelters 

than sleeping rough because of the restrictive space and lack of security within the shelters.  
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A few respondents mentioned the likelihood of service users having weapons and pointed 

to inadequate security checks in shelters: 

I want them to manage the shelters better… Get the government involved like for 

security mostly.   There ain’t none.  They hire these ‘security guards’ for what?  For 

nothing… They look the other way.  Better security and better knowledge of who is 

bringing drugs and weapons into these shelters.   (Ruben) 

The insecurity felt by Ruben stems from having to physically share an open space with a 

few hundred people in a place where there is a lack of enforcement of rules by staff and a 

constant change in service users.  As a result, people do not have time to build rapport or 

gain the security of knowing whom they are sleeping next to: 

It's good to be able to get inside.   But we don’t need to be that close with a stranger 

nightly.   It’s never the same person you sleep by.  You never know the people around 

you.   It is hard to sleep with a bunch of strangers.  You know, if you read and listen 

to the news, the killings and stabbings and everybody’s carrying a damn knife or 

somebody got a gun, even it if it’s illegal they’ve got a gun in their possession.   

(Noah) 

The rampant mass shootings in the US have left many people feeling vulnerable in crowds 

and anxious about their safety.  A recent series of shootings in Seattle city centre, near 

and outside emergency shelters (King 5 News 2020), left people experiencing 

homelessness vulnerable to random public violence because they did not have a place to 

shelter from the violence.  Furthermore, emergency shelters did not provide adequate 

security.  One of the participants noted that when she was considering an emergency 

shelter, she was most concerned with the violence associated with weapons and 

alcoholism: 

… I would ask about the fighting and alcoholism at the shelter… I see a lot of fights 

down on the waterfront with the homeless people.   Actually, one of those two girls, 

they took off running, and then across from the ferry terminal there were two guys 
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going at it with knives.   I got lucky, there were some cops down the street.   You see 

all kinds of stuff out there.   (Rose) 

Rose’s response highlights that even when offered emergency shelter, this does not mean 

that people experiencing homelessness are safe from violence.  The lack of adequate 

emergency shelter means not having enough privacy or personal space, which often 

heightens the feeling of vulnerability to violence.  The places where people experiencing 

homelessness go are not monitored in the same way as many other public places.  

Although shelters are spaces in which non-public activities occur (such as sleeping, 

washing, dressing), they are also public spaces that are shared, monitored (to some degree), 

communal and often held in public buildings.  This blurring of the private and public 

spheres creates a tension between respect for individual privacy and the need for rules that 

often violate the norms of the private sphere, such as rules and regulations on curfew, 

sexual activity, and hygiene.  Although Noah previously mentioned that he worried about 

his safety in emergency shelters, he did not want his personal autonomy violated by 

intrusive security procedures: 

I am glad they don’t search anyone’s bag.   I really am, because I don’t think they 

should be digging in your only personal items.   I don’t want somebody digging in 

my bag.   (Noah) 

Thus, the right to privacy can be just as, if not more important to someone than personal 

safety from assault or violence.  While privacy is needed to carry out some components 

of Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of bodily integrity, “being able to be secure against 

violent assault, including sexual assault; having opportunities for sexual satisfaction and 

choice in matters of reproduction” (p.33), privacy is not directly included in Nussbaum’s 

list as an essential capability which people need in order to live a well-lived life.   

Restrictive movement and curfews at emergency shelters 

Many Indigenous peoples who experience homelessness in Seattle do not use emergency 

shelters, which was evident from the majority interviewees who were sleeping rough.   For 

many, the fear of violence was enough to keep them from using emergency shelters.  



98 

 

However, those who had tried emergency shelters found that the rules on curfew restricted 

their ability to move freely from place to place.  This inability is another component of 

Nussbaum’s capability of bodily integrity.  One interviewee details how curfews restrict 

his time: 

Now they let you go in 5:30pm [at one shelter] and then you got to leave at 5:30 in 

the morning.   But… at least sometimes it’s 6:00 in the morning… The bad thing 

about it is that you have to get there bright and early to get in line, and you can only 

go in, and you have to stay in for the night… And they give you a mat a blanket and 

it's free.   You don't have to pay nothing.   That's one thing about it, but make sure 

you get up plenty early so you can avoid getting rushed out of there.   (Mark) 

The enforcement of a curfew at emergency shelters results in many people restricting their 

movement for a large part of their day.  In the case of Mark, almost 12 hours of his day 

had to be indoors. Moreover, the early curfew limited other capabilities which people 

experiencing homelessness could carry out during the day, including control over one’s 

environment (having the right to seek employment on an equal basis with 

others), play (being able to laugh, play and enjoy recreational activities), and the 

capability of senses, imagination, thought (being able to have pleasurable experiences). 

These capabilities are further explored in the corresponding analysis chapters below. 

Consequently, curfew restricted people to limited space for an extended period without 

other resources, facilities, and few modes of quiet entertainment: 

You are limited to where you can walk around in the shelter.   I mean, you can walk 

from here to the restroom, or to the water fountain.   You can charge your phone.   

You can stay up all night if you want.   There is Wi-Fi if you have a phone, you can 

watch it on your phone.   There is never a TV.   You can stay up all night, but you 

have to be out by 5:00 a.m.… But now that it is summertime, a lot of the people who 

have been homeless for years, they would rather be outside… They prefer to be 

outdoors because there’s more freedom out there.   (Ruben) 
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The 5:00 a.m. curfew was a frequent point of concern for interviewees who used a 

prevalent emergency shelter in the city centre.  This shelter was located in the lobby of a 

government building used during the day.  According to some interviewees, this shelter 

was commonly used because it was central, cleaner than other shelters, and some 

mentioned that it provided a free meal, free Wi-Fi, and had large windows.  One person 

described why windows were important to him: 

It’s the biggest and it’s covered in windows, you can look outside and see traffic 

going by and people walking by.   I like it because it’s open and I can look outside.   

The main thing for me is how big the place is and how open it is.   I like open 

spaces… where [I am] surrounded by windows… I don’t feel all cramped up… I 

have to be looking outside… Otherwise, all you are looking at is another person 

and a wall and it’s like a cave… I can’t handle it.   I have to be looking outside or 

something… When I am looking at a wall… [I feel] I have to leave.   I have to go.   

(Ruben) 

Ruben highlighted the importance of feeling free and pointed to certain shelter elements 

that can restrict this feeling.  For Ruben, since curfew required being in the shelter for 

such a substantial portion of his day, being in a space that felt open was important. 

Additionally, the geographical position of Seattle results in nearly 16 hours of daylight 

during the summer solstice.  Ruben gives his perspective of what it is like during the 

summer to follow the shelter curfew: 

Most of the shelters open at 7:00 p.m., and you got to be there at 7 o’clock.   Once 

you go in at 7 o’clock, there is no coming back out.   You are in for the evening.   In 

the summertime at 7 o’clock it is still daylight outside.   The sun is still out.  (Ruben) 

Although most interviewees preferred rough sleeping to emergency shelters, some 

pointed out aspects of shelters that they thought were helpful and positive.  For example, 

one interviewee talked about a shelter that did offer a flexible curfew, but also explained 

why he still did not stay there: 
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… Then you got the jail shelter they just opened up.   But you got to get a referral 

to that one… Because it's 24 hours, so you can come and go.   You don’t have to be 

in at a certain time.   Which makes it 10 times better.   I'm thinking the referrals are 

probably for people that are steady, who have a work history.   I'm not sure.   I just 

haven't checked into it because it seems funny to me.   Do I really want to check into 

a jail?  (Marcus) 

Marcus highlights that having a flexible curfew is freeing and preferable.  It would also 

work better for those working or trying to seek work.  However, this specific flexible 

shelter required that service users check themselves into an extension of a county jail that 

is now being used as an emergency shelter.  The utilisation of jail as a shelter can be an 

issue, as jails and prisons have historically been traumatising and disproportionately 

experienced by homeless and Indigenous peoples.   

In summary, restrictive curfews at emergency shelters force people to stay indoors for 

nearly half their day. A strict curfew limits their ability to engage in services not offered 

at the shelter that could potentially help them move on to permanent housing or that could 

otherwise contribute to a well-lived life.  Enforcing strict and long curfews requires that 

people compromise their freedom of movement (being able to move freely from place to 

place) and other capabilities, including control over one’s environment, play, affiliation, 

and other species.    

CAPABILITY OF BODILY HEALTH 

Nussbaum’s definition of the capability of bodily health is “being able to have good health, 

including reproductive health; being adequately nourished; being able to have adequate 

shelter” (2011; 33).  Nussbaum’s definition emphasises that adequate housing can 

influence a person’s health.  Basic emergency shelters are often the only alternative for 

people experiencing homelessness in Seattle while waiting for other housing options.  The 

conditions of the emergency shelters affect their safety from violence (as previously 

discussed) and impact on their ability to obtain and maintain good health.  Therefore, it is 

imperative to understand why some people do not use emergency shelters to decrease the 

number of people sleeping rough.   
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Interviewees' expectations of what emergency shelters could offer were usually accurate.   

They expected unsanitary conditions, and these expectations were often met.  For many, 

staying in shelters meant not being able to rest, heal, or access required medical 

procedures.  For others, avoiding emergency shelters was necessary to maintain good 

health.  The conditions of shelters affected people's ability to obtain, recover, maintain 

good physical and mental health, and move on to other housing options.   

Conditions and space in emergency shelters 

Although interviewees did not speak about having their own room, this is not to say that 

it was not a priority; instead, they might not think it was a possibility offered by 

emergency shelters.  None of the interviewees focused on having their own room in an 

emergency shelter, but many at the very least wanted enough space between service user 

mats on the floor.  Space was often defined in relation to other people: 

It just wasn’t your own space, you know.   I mean if like you didn’t come and you 

couldn’t pick a certain spot or whatever, a certain cot, you just had to come in and 

whatever was available, you just fit in where you get in.   If it was too crowded, you 

couldn’t stay there.   (Hewie) 

The emergency shelters used by the interviewees ranged from 4-100+ people per room.   

Rooms varied in size from a place where two bunkbeds could fit in one room, or an open 

floor lobby of town hall building, to an open floor basement of an organisation.  Nobody 

interviewed had a private room to themselves in an emergency shelter.  The bed type was 

occasionally a bunkbed or a cot; however, most of the respondents stayed in emergency 

shelters that only offered a mat on the floor.  Many respondents mentioned the distance 

between the mats in the shelter, which was often less than 12 inches (30 centimetres) 

apart: 

Your man, and this man, and that man, are this close together [motions less than 12 

inches apart].   It looks like one big orgy room because… all these bodies are laying 

on the floor.  Three or four hundred bodies try to get to a mattress.   (Noah) 
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Noah’s account of staying at a shelter that catered to people over the age of 55 focused on 

how overcrowded the place seemed.  Concerns about the restricted space and distance 

between the mats were also shared with others who had stayed in emergency shelters: 

They (service users) bring their animals in there.   I could understand if it was like 

a service animal.   Because they are sleeping outside in tents, they can bring all 

kinds of bugs, fleas, you never know.   They allow them to sleep among you and all 

these other women and stuff like that.   It's just like that much space between mats 

[indicates less than 12 inches with hands].   I mean, if the government can issue out 

cash for shelters, they should be cots or bunk beds.   They would do a lot better than 

just mats right next to each other so people can put their items underneath it.   There 

is such little space, you are squeezed in.   (Corrine) 

The proximity of sleeping arrangements thus gives people little room to store their 

belongings and be free from other people’s illnesses.  Many interviewees expressed the 

same concern for contagious health risks from other service users.   

Lack of hygiene facilities and minimal housing services at emergency shelters 

Good health and good hygiene are difficult to obtain and maintain if the environment 

people are asked to live and sleep in does not offer adequate facilities. For example, 

according to many interviewees, the crowded spaces in emergency shelters are not safe 

due to instances of violence and substantial risk of contagious illnesses. One participant 

gives insight as to why the capability of bodily health is challenging to achieve when 

people have to sleep in close quarters: 

A lot of those places [emergency shelters], they don’t keep them really that clean.   

A lot of people go in and they are coughing and hacking, and I don’t really care 

much for going in there.   I look out for bedbugs and people walking around with 

open sores.   People who have tuberculosis walking around just coughing.   You 

don’t really pay attention to it when you are drunk, or really even care about until 

you sober up.   Then you wonder why did I sober up?  I only end up in those places 

[emergency shelters] when I am drunk.  (Will) 
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Will highlights why it was difficult to cope with the extreme conditions of the shelters.  

Self-medicating to deal with the stresses of this environment was common among 

participants but constituted another compromise to bodily health while staying in shelters.  

Other interviewees also express Will’s concern around bodily health and hygiene: 

It [an emergency shelter] is kind of unclean.  Kind of loud at night and hard to sleep.   

And I caught an infection in there.  I tried to take care of that with the clinic.   

(Mason) 

If someone were to offer me a shelter, the first thing I’d make sure is if there are no 

bugs.   I let someone borrow my sleeping bag once, and when I got it back, guess 

who got head lice!? (Rose) 

It’s not really about what I heard [about the shelters], but I worry about bedbugs 

and… I know it’s not really a big thing to a lot of people, but like when you go 

somewhere and it’s free or whatever… I know shelters are supposed to be really 

clean but… like bedbugs are highly contagious.   I am afraid I am going to sleep in 

a shelter and wake up again … and how am I going to get rid of it?  That’s just one 

worry I have, I worry about getting lice, or body lice, or scabies.   (Asha) 

Asha’s concern for her health focused on not having the resources to heal from an 

infection or get rid of other health hazards she might be exposed to. By making the 

compromise of sleeping rough, she maintained control of her bodily health more than in 

an emergency shelter. Most shelters did not offer basic hygiene items, supplies, or 

facilities, with the exception of toilets (but no showers). As previously mentioned, even 

the beds were considered basic. A place with more than a mat on the floor was regarded 

as memorable: 

I have stayed at another shelter near the hospital.   It was the only one that had real 

beds.   They are regular steel frames, beds off the floor with a real thick nice 

mattress.   I don’t know why that’s the only place that seems to have them.   (Ruben) 
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However, one person highlights that the hygiene of the mat was more important than 

having to sleep on the mat itself.  Wiping it down gave them a sense of cleanliness and 

safety from contagious illnesses.  However, feeling clean is difficult in the conditions 

many people experience in emergency shelters.  Some describe what it is like to sleep in 

a densely populated emergency shelter without hygiene facilities: 

A lot of people don’t like to take showers.   Oh man, there is a lot of them.   (Ruben) 

I am okay with one shelter… Once they let you in the door it's easy to get in.   Get 

your number… You've got to wipe your mat down every night with bleach, which is 

good because there's bedbugs and who knows what else that belongs to the human 

race.   You get fed and everyone goes to bed.   But sleeping in a shelter partially lit 

up and with 3-400 men snoring and putting off shoes with a bunch of stinky feet is 

the foulest horrible smell you can sense.   Human beings stink.   I don't care.   They 

do.   And you put three or four hundred of them in a room.   It's a foul, foul scent… 

That's not a good life.   (Noah) 

Although Ruben assumes that many people do not like to take showers, most are not 

offered this resource daily.  Thus, sleeping in a shelter without hygiene facilities, next to 

someone on a floor mat, was less appealing to most interviewees than sleeping rough.  For 

Noah, emergency shelter living did not constitute a good, “well-lived” life.  Not having 

adequate facilities at the emergency shelters made it difficult for many to address their 

basic needs.  Many talked about how their day was consumed by looking for basic 

necessities which the shelters did not offer: 

In a shelter you can’t do anything.   You get your mat and you sleep.   You get a 

restroom and all that, but you can’t go outside.   If you go out, you are gone.   There 

is no shower, there is no food, nothing.   Everything has to be quiet . . .   then 

sometimes there is all this commotion going on.   An ambulance will show up 

because someone was all drugged up.  It can be dangerous.  (Corrine) 
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The lack of showers and food was a common reason why many interviewees did not utilise 

emergency shelters.  One interviewee also mentioned how shelters did not offer resources 

to help people move into stable housing: 

They don’t have resources to help actual homeless people out.   Like, they’re just 

like, oh there this shelter and then when you go to the shelter, they just want you to 

leave [once] you get in there.   It’s always kinda like that, ‘I am kinda glad you are 

here but the doors are open; can you please leave’.   (Asha) 

Asha’s response addresses that she was not being offered resources to help her achieve 

the capability of bodily health, but also how she felt when she did try and seek help at a 

shelter.  She felt that the staff wanted her out of the shelter before settling in.  The help 

she received seemed minimal and demeaning to her, a sentiment that many expressed 

throughout their interviews.  This impression, along with the poor physical hygiene 

conditions of a shelter, keeps many away.  Asha’s experience questions the purpose of 

emergency shelters is if not to provide resources for long-term housing, especially if they 

cannot guarantee a bed every night.  If they do not provide basic hygiene facilities, and if 

people are not treated with dignity and respect, how can they move out of emergency 

shelters?  If their time is spent trying to secure basic necessities like a shower, storage for 

their belongings, and food, how can they leave? 

Obtaining basic resources 

One respondent described how time-consuming it could be to find other resources when 

a shelter did not offer needed basic hygiene facilities: 

But if you go to little services like to check in your bag [locker], half of your day is 

already gone.   And that messes you up.   If you go out there, if you're trying to look 

for work or if you want to shower, now you've got 200-300 people all in one room 

trying to get ready to go to work.   You know that just doesn't work either.   (Noah) 

For many interviewees, emergency shelters acted solely as a shield from the weather 

(basic shelter) with restrictions on when they could leave and enter the building.  Noah 

infers that when an emergency shelter does not have resources like lockers for belongings, 
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showers, or hot meals, people must look for these resources once they can leave the shelter.   

Some respondents were exceptionally resourceful and went beyond day centres and non-

profits to seek the basic necessities they needed: 

I go to… truck stops, one time I used the hospital… showers when visiting a friend, 

I can’t go without showering.   (Asha) 

A storage unit would be good.   There's one for seventy-nine dollars and it pays 

monthly, it's like a garage.   You know, a big closet and the lady… she doesn't really 

charge you late fees.   You can’t sleep in them.   You just put your stuff in there and 

that's basically what it's for.  To change your clothes, put your clean clothes in there.   

(Mark) 

Although their resourcefulness helped them obtain some necessary resources, it took time 

away from other resources and services that could also help their wellbeing.  Similarly, 

those who did find the resources they were looking for described experiences of not being 

able to enjoy the hygiene facilities except in their most basic form, hence not being able 

to convert the function of bodily health to a capability (to enjoy the process of the 

function): 

They [day centre staff] control the showers.   They are too hot, you can’t stand 

under them.   It’s not a nozzle, it’s a button.   You push a button like the ol’ prison 

style where you take it or leave it.   (James) 

The other day centres… they do have nice clean showers and you can do your 

laundry.   You have to be the first 15 people to take a shower.   There will be 50 

people waiting.   You only get a 15 min shower.   They should have enough for about 

35 people.   It’s the laundry that takes a long time.   (Ruben) 

The places that did offer hygiene facilities were limited.  However, Mark suggests that 

finding facilities for showering should be a priority for people experiencing homelessness 

because it influences more than their physical health: 
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Keep yourself clean, keep yourself kind of good looking. . .   what's wrong with being 

a little bit handsome and gorgeous looking, as… it helps carry you a lot and it makes 

you feel good.   (Mark) 

For Mark and others, the ability to have good health and adequate shelter is not only about 

being safe from the elements and physically healthy, but about preserving his mental 

health and normality.  Nevertheless, for many, shelters were not adequate because they 

lacked resources and facilities that would help them move on from homelessness, and 

because they were not a place where people could heal, recover, and safely sleep to 

maintain good health.   

Lack of medical rehabilitation opportunities in emergency shelters 

Generally in the US, many people experiencing homelessness find it difficult to obtain 

adequate medical procedures because they lack medical insurance, and in the case of 

Seattle, they do not have anywhere hygienic enough to heal or take their medication safely.   

For example, one person in the study describes needing an operation but being unable to 

have one because he does not have access to safe and adequate shelter to facilitate his 

recovery: 

I have a [medical condition… I have been waiting for about a year and half to get 

into the HEN [Housing and Essential Needs] housing programme.   But the doctors 

won’t do the operation until I have permanent housing . . .   Because they don't want 

me staying in shelters or staying outside, because once after the operation… I have 

to be in a clean environment and not around people.   I have to lay back [rest] for 

three days.   (Henry) 

Henry cannot stay long enough in one place to heal safely from his operation.  Enforced 

curfews at shelters require him to leave during the day.  Additionally, he is not in sanitary 

enough conditions for doctors to approve his surgery while in shelters.  Doctors are put 

into positions to discharge people into rough sleeping because there are no available beds 

at many shelters (Greenstone 2018).  Consequently, doctors often must deny needed 

operations because of the substantial risk of infection of both communal shelters and 
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rough sleeping.  The latter risk is often more significant than the operation itself.  For 

someone experiencing homelessness, bodily health is compromised because of the poor 

conditions of available emergency shelters and the access rules that require service users 

to leave every morning and return at night.  Another interviewee emphasised the same 

concerns of not having a place to rest, as well as the risk of infection: 

No other shelter/housing options have come up, because I haven't been in my 

domestic violence situation.   They said there isn’t something that's immediately 

[available].   I am also pregnant and I am due [month], and I have to get [an 

operation].   I don't know how this is all going to work out… I know, I'm a little 

afraid because I have to have [an operation] and I have to have time to rest.   I don't 

think I'll get an option like that.   I am afraid I will open [stitches] up and [get 

infected].   That's my only worry… (Jenny) 

Jenny’s response provides insight into how maintaining good health is difficult because 

of her lack of adequate shelter.  She does not believe that she will get an option to rest and 

recover, indicating that options for basic functions are often unobtainable when 

experiencing homelessness.  Others described being unable to maintain bodily health in 

terms of taking prescribed medications because they did not feel safe in shelters or 

outdoors.  One interviewee described attempting to maintain bodily health through 

exercise, but ultimately being unable to do so because he could not rest his body or sleep 

due to not feeling safe: 

I had died once.   Literally had died.   I… over-exhausted my body … They say, you 

can over-use your muscles from staying up for days and are over-active.   ‘Cause I 

am used to working out.   And out here I can’t sleep so I stay up.   If I am drinking 

or getting high, regardless, my routine don’t change.   I get up early, start working 

out, and clean up, and get about my day, but then days go by, then your muscles 

shut down from over-using and your muscles quit, and you become toxic […] and 

all of that is from not feeling secure.   (Hewie) 

Hewie did not like to use shelters because he did not feel safe there and because it was 

not good for his mental health.   He had to take his prescribed medication with side effects 
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that left him vulnerable physically.   Although he felt safer from assault outdoors than in 

an emergency shelter, he was still not secure from violence.  Thus, in Hewie’s case, it was 

not possible to maintain good health (i.e., take his medication) without adequate shelter.   

The majority of interviewees chose to sleep rough rather than access shelters, with many 

opting to use shelters only when there was extreme weather.  For many, the capability of 

bodily health was also tied to bodily integrity.  The interlinking of these two capabilities 

highlights what it means to have adequate shelter: a space that offers people the ability to 

be healthy in a secure and safe place.  Health is often only understood as individual and 

physical; however, limited housing and homeless policies consider the environmental 

impact on the mental and physical health of people experiencing homelessness.  The 

environments that people live in and how much control they have over it can also impact 

their ability to be healthy and to remain healthy (Watts and Blenkinsopp 2020).  In this 

case, emergency shelters offered little sense of security, which left people vulnerable 

when they needed to take medications with side effects, in places where they had no say 

in their environment.   

Addressing mental health needs in emergency shelters 

Although hygiene conditions, space restrictions, and curfews were the most common 

reasons why interviewees did not utilise shelters, also critical was having to cope with and 

address the mental health issues of other service users.   The confined space in shelters 

leaves people vulnerable to contagious bacteria, confrontations, disorderly conduct, and 

undiagnosed disruptive disorders.  An additional vulnerability was found among people 

who had Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), as they were forced to interact with 

people and were often uncomfortable due to the crowded and limited space.  One 

interviewee who struggled with his physical and mental health, but had stopped taking his 

medication, was also worried for other people’s safety and brought up why he could not 

take his medication while experiencing homelessness: 

I have Bipolar and [other] disorders.   I can't take it [prescribed mental health 

medicine] out here because I ain't got no safe place to sleep, and I'm not gonna try 

to.   You know, like, because I'm being in institutions and stuff… I'm a people person.   
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I mean, I could get along with, but at the same time, I'll snap real quick for a little, 

something little to them, something big to me, you know.   (Hewie) 

Many others expressed that shelters were not equipped to work with their medical needs, 

nor the mental health needs of others who utilised the shelter.   One participant talks about 

an incident that triggered him at a shelter that belongs to a larger shelter provider, which 

got him banned from ever using any of their shelters again: 

Some guy was stealing my stuff.   I caught him sitting on my bed.   I confronted him 

about it.   The staff was listening.   The guy started making sexual innuendos at me.   

It just threw me for one.   I got so mad and said some [homophobic] things.   They 

stepped in and said, ‘You can’t say that’… and they kicked me out and let him stay… 

It made me feel like he could go around stealing, harassing me, and making me feel 

like I was a homosexual.   And that [is] a lot for my PTSD.   When I was a kid I was 

molested and raped by a man.   So it was like my trigger went, BOOM! And that 

was a hard one for me, it has been my whole life.   Till this day, I tried to go back 

there yesterday and they said I was still banned from there.   This happened like five 

years ago.   I was there for two years in that programme.   It was like being 

excommunicated from a church or something.   (James) 

James knew the triggers of his PTSD, but even when he tried to explain this to the shelter 

staff, he was banned for over five years.  Although he knew that what he said was 

unacceptable, he felt that the ban was difficult to deal with because it prevented him from 

participating in service and a community.  In this instance, the lack of privacy and security 

left James more susceptible to situations that could trigger him.  James mentions that when 

he decided to move back to Seattle from the reservation, he knew that part of his 

experience in Seattle would include encountering others’ mental health issues as well: 

I knew that if I came over here [Seattle], I would have to deal with all the insanity 

of all these people over here and live on the street, and it’s just crazy.   (James) 
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James had previously experienced homelessness in Seattle before returning to his tribe’s 

reservation.  However, another participant who had become homeless for the first time in 

Seattle describes a similar concern after just a few weeks: 

Being at the shelter is. . . I don't know.   It's just like, it's abnormal.   I guess… A lot 

of different people with some mental issues going on.   (Mason) 

Mason’s experience with people with mental health issues is mirrored by many 

interviewees’ stories, explaining why some stay away from emergency shelters: 

I mean, as long as there's communication between you and the staff, everything 

seems to be fine.   But we've got a lot of mental illness people in Seattle… They can't 

be that ill or mental if they… know how to get in the shelter and get out.   But try to 

communicate with them, they clam up!  They shut up!  They're not, they're non-

sociable.   Those kinds of people scare me.   I don't know what the heck… they're 

thinking.   You don't know how to approach them… I try to avoid those kinds of 

people if I can.   Who I'm talking about might be laying right beside you.   He might 

be laying on his mat.   But he will be awake all night.   What's going on in that man's 

mind?  Look at all these mass shootings that are going on.   How do we know that 

the man might not be one of those kinds of people?  You don't know.   It's scary.   

That's why I said shelter living, it's just horrible.   I think, I rather live out with the 

grizzly bears and wolves and sleep much better.   (Noah) 

They have bedbugs there.   That is why I don’t go into the shelters.   And then there 

is, I don’t know if they are crazy, but a lot of people with issues.   (Henry)  

Some people fall into that pattern, I swear they just don't want to come out of it.   

Some people refuse to see the upside.   I ask people: Why don't you go to a shelter?  

They say there are too many rules and regulations around who you have to deal 

with.   People have a hard time dealing with the mental illness of people around the 

shelter.   (Alena) 



112 

 

For Noah, staying in an emergency shelter forced him to interact and sleep near people 

whom he deemed unpredictable.  In addition, the mental health of many around him made 

him feel vulnerable to violence because there was no security or privacy.  Similarly, Henry 

stayed away from shelters due to the unhygienic, confined space with other people, 

particularly people with mental health issues.  Alena also highlights that some of the 

reasons she stays away from shelters are rules and control over her environment; however, 

she also emphasises that many people find it difficult to cope with the mental health of 

other people at the shelter.   

In other interviews, it was brought up how staff often seemed uninterested or poorly 

trained in dealing with people who had untreated mental health issues, including those 

with explosive or manic episodes.  However, Jenny describes one shelter handling these 

issues in a way that made a difference to feeling safe around people with unaddressed 

mental health issues: 

They're really considerate and caring.   And they say. . . ‘don't bring your 

garbage’. . .   That means that they don't allow you to use drugs there.   They allow 

you to use drugs and alcohol away from there, but when you go there it's like, they 

just want peace and they don't want to hear about your problems. . .   A lot of women 

have mental health issues.   But when they speak and say to them, you know, like, 

just please keep it at a minimum.   (Jenny) 

Although Jenny says that the shelter staff did not want to hear about people’s problems, 

for her, the compassionate part was the understanding that people had these issues and 

that they did not get banned for them, but asked to keep them to a minimum. Even though 

this shelter did not provide resources for women with mental health issues, Jenny stated 

that some shelters did, which made her feel safe at those shelters. However, the mental 

health of others was often something the service users had to deal with, rather than the 

staff members. The unaddressed mental health issues of other service users, combined 

with limited space, made interviewees feel that shelters were a risk to their mental and 

physical health. This finding highlights how the capabilities of bodily health and bodily 

integrity are often interlinked, especially in emergency shelters.   
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Accessing adequate shelter and housing resources 

In this study, the people experiencing homelessness often preferred to sleep rough, 

avoiding emergency shelters because of the lack of hygiene and space, the strict curfews, 

and the repetitive mandatory paperwork.  Sometimes the paperwork would dissuade 

people from accessing adequate shelter or other housing resources.  The paperwork often 

required: ID, copies of social security information, proof of income, enrolment in benefits, 

and time, including travelling to and from appointments.  Some respondents explained 

why it was frustrating to go to emergency shelters and other non-profits for resources: 

A lot of places will say, ‘I will call you if I find something.’   But it’s like, I ask, ‘I 

haven’t heard from you in two months’ and they say, ‘Oh, I haven’t gotten anything 

yet’.   Well maybe the paperwork is at the bottom of their desk and they forgot about 

me.   (Sabrina) 

It’s easier to panhandle together than it is to do paperwork.   Paperwork will get 

you nowhere.   (Asha) 

It has been really hard to get into that shelter.   Like I said, it’s the third fucking 

time I have tried to register in there.   But the way that I look at it is just, they want 

our name and to register us just for the fucking money.   I know how this shit works… 

I don’t know what they did with our family’s forms.   The only thing they want is for 

us to keep coming back so they could get money to keep finding funding.   You can't 

use my God damn name for funding.   Fuck it!  If you can’t help me [then why] keep 

me in the register?  That's why they want my name.   (Cynthia) 

Yeah, I think there's like, maybe structural things going on in the city that might 

socially exclude somebody from being able to do better for themselves.   Maybe that 

could be a barrier to a lot of people who are socially isolated.   You know like 

myself; I mean in a way… that’s the way I felt.   I felt like I was kind of discriminated 

against for trying to get on my feet again.   (Mason) 
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The interviewees were frustrated at how long intakes took and the lack of follow-ups with 

their applications.  They were required to fill in paperwork and enrol even though these 

non-profits could not help them with their immediate needs.  They felt that the process 

and structure of the programmes were hard to navigate and that resources were difficult 

to access.  Cynthia mentioned that she thought her information was being used to advocate 

for more funding by a place that had not yet helped her.  Her understanding was that non-

profits are rewarded (funded) based on how many people seek their services, not how 

many people they help.  Her implied understanding of the mismatch between the types of 

data collected by non-profits and the information needed for an outcome to be achieved 

has also been found in previous studies (Benjamin et al. 2018).  The paperwork and the 

process were not transparent for many interviewees and acted as a barrier and a deterrent 

from accessing emergency shelters and other basic resources.  In addition, Mason’s 

experience of feeling discriminated against at emergency shelters raises whether homeless 

Indigenous peoples in Seattle have the opportunity to live lives worthy of their human 

dignity in emergency shelters (Nussbaum 2011).   One interviewee stated that people who 

are experiencing homelessness might avoid shelters because of a lack of outreach and 

preparation: 

Some people are trying to find places but nobody really has flyers or [information] 

out.   You don’t… see homeless people… going into businesses or stores or such 

places where private people are… So we got to have people go and try to find these 

people and let them know that these things [resources] are available.   But then 

sometimes they don’t want to go in because they have to do all this shit to get ‘ready’.   

(Will) 

Will’s statement reveals that many are hesitant to seek information because it would 

require them to enter spaces they might not know about, be comfortable in, or believe 

they can enter.  Consequently, they believe they have to do a lot to be considered “ready” 

for a resource. Often, in the intake paperwork that enrols people into programmes, “ready” 

is defined by an agency, non-profit, or policy, not by the individual seeking the resource 

(Benjamin et al. 2018).  Between the conditions of the shelters, the lack of facilities and 
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housing resources, and the difficult process of accessing shelters in the first place, shelters 

are often the last resort. Many instead chose to compromise on shelter in exchange for 

more control over the capabilities of bodily health and bodily integrity.  

CONCLUSION 

Emergency shelter and legalised homeless encampments are often the only two options 

most interviewees saw as accessible or readily available to them, other than the option to 

sleep rough.  However, many interviewees would forgo both emergency shelters and 

legalised homeless encampments because they felt that sleeping rough gave them an 

increased sense of security from violence and contagious illnesses; in other words, they 

felt that sleeping rough provided a better opportunity to exercise the capabilities of bodily 

integrity and bodily health.  While legalised encampments provide the security of not 

having to be relocated by law enforcement at any given moment, they did not provide 

safety from other people or, as some women felt, support them to pursue justice if 

something were to happen to them there.  It was especially highlighted among women 

interviewees that there was a prominent level of fear of experiencing extreme levels of 

violence that could lead to sexual exploitation, being kidnapped, or murdered when 

sleeping in homeless encampments.  As a result, many women focused on survival and 

being able to live to a normal age (capability of life) when experiencing homelessness.    

Interviewees reported opting out of emergency shelters and legalised homeless 

encampments to avoid harm or injury rather than the rules and regulations of shelters.  

This finding alludes to a strong influence that the environments of emergency shelters 

have on their perceived safety and risk of harm.  The levels of perceived violence, both 

targeted and random, were higher in legalised homeless encampments and in government 

and non-profit run shelters than while sleeping rough.  Risk of harm and injury in shelters 

was a common theme illustrating that fear was often associated with overcrowded spaces, 

lack of privacy, and unsupportive and untrained staff.  Many shelter environments put 

interviewees in positions to choose between capabilities and to prioritise them for safety 

and health reasons.  These experiences illustrated how some of the most basic capabilities 
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(life, bodily integrity, bodily health) are needed to survive and were often denied or limited 

to people experiencing homelessness.   

Extreme weather posed a substantial health risk to people sleeping rough, which is when 

most would utilise shelters.  However, it was also illustrated that when interviewees knew 

they had to utilise shelters, they often self-medicated to cope with the stresses of the 

environment and people.  Although interviewees did not speak overtly about the 

importance of privacy, they expressed the importance of space, security from violence 

and contagious disease, and being able to sleep somewhere that offered dignified 

conditions and resources to help them gain a sense of normality.   The lack of resources 

within shelters to maintain good health was essential to people who chose to sleep rough.   

Many interviewees illustrated that sleeping in many emergency shelters not offering 

hygiene facilities, housing resources, or case management did not benefit their current 

health and security or impact on their housing options.   

Instead, many interviewees stressed how restricted movement within emergency shelters 

(no space) and in and out of them (curfew) caused fights and impacted peoples’ ability to 

secure other required resources for their wellbeing.   Curfews often negatively impacted 

on their ability to carry out the capability of bodily health when needing medical 

operations and recovery time from illnesses.  Many people did not have a place to recover 

from illness and avoid risking infection in emergency shelters and legalised homeless 

encampments.  Emergency shelters could not offer protection from violence and illness, 

but some interviewees gave examples of situations where they felt that they endured harsh 

consequences for expressing themselves and their reactions to the shelter environment.   

People were banished from utilising the shelter, and some were kicked out along with the 

person initiating violence.  These consequences did not ensure their safety and often made 

them feel even more vulnerable to random violence and harm and left a sense of distrust 

toward staff and emergency shelter protocols.    

Understanding the role of the capabilities of life, bodily integrity and bodily health have 

thus given insight into some of the most common reasons why Indigenous peoples do not 

use emergency shelters and why Indigenous women prefer not to use legalised 
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encampments.   Moreover, this chapter has illustrated the complexity of how capabilities 

are naturally interlinked and how many people experiencing homelessness are often 

required to navigate limited emergency accommodation options that do not offer any or 

only foster some aspects of each capability.   

This chapter has engaged with Nussbaum’s capabilities of life, bodily health, and bodily 

integrity. Nussbaum’s definitions of these capabilities provided a tangible and useful basis 

to begin to evaluate in which ways these three necessary capabilities for a well-lived life 

are encouraged and restricted in relation to the options presented to people who are 

experiencing homelessness.  The nature of these three capabilities emerged to be the most 

basic and minimal requirements for people to consider many emergency shelters. The 

capability of life is useful in examining if disparities exist in how long people are able to 

live, and to uncover factors that impact the longevity of someone’s life including those 

that are systemic, structural, and the individual choice. The capability of bodily health and 

bodily integrity focus more on safety and wellness in the physical form on an individual 

basis. However, through the experiences of interviewees it emerged how Nussbaum’s 

capabilities of bodily health and bodily integrity can be expanded on to fully encompass 

aspects of Indigenous peoples’ experiences within homelessness in Seattle.  The 

limitations of Nussbaum’s current definitions emerge in the vagueness of the definitions 

she proposes.  Her definitions of these capabilities can be expanded on and include 

essential elements that were highlighted by many of the interviewees as essential to their 

individual and collective wellbeing.   The next chapter further explores why sleeping 

rough was preferred over shelters through the capability of control over one’s 

environment.   
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Chapter 7: CONTROL OVER ONE’S 

ENVIRONMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

For people experiencing homelessness, decision-making is often influenced by how much 

control and choice they can exercise when considering where to sleep and from what 

services to seek assistance.  This type of control falls under the conceptual umbrella of 

Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of control over one’s environment.  This capability focuses 

on both the political right to govern one’s life and on the material aspects of being able to 

keep belongings and seek employment on a basis equal to others.  This chapter discusses 

both the political and material aspects of Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of control over 

one’s environment and what it means for Indigenous peoples navigating between 

emergency accommodation resources and sleeping rough.  First, this chapter focuses on 

the political aspect of relationships built when people have control over their own 

environment, and why this is important to the survival of Indigenous peoples’ identities 

and communities when experiencing homelessness.  Next, the chapter explores the 

material aspects of control over one’s environment, including ownership and property 

difficulties when experiencing homelessness.  Finally, the discussion moves to the 

difficulties of accessing and maintaining employment and housing resources.   This 

chapter examines how the characteristics of different forms of emergency 

accommodations impact on the reasons why many Indigenous peoples decide to sleep 

rough, that is, research question three.       

POLITICAL- CONTROL OVER ONE’S ENVIRONMENT 

The first part of the capability of control over one’s own environment is the political, 

which includes “being able to participate effectively in political choices that govern one’s 

life; having the right of political participation, protections of free speech and association” 

(Nussbaum 2011; 34).  Participation in elections (local, state, national) did not come up 

in the interviews, as the focus for many interviewees was their day-to-day survival.   

Political participation through elections could not be a priority because securing basic 

necessities was a daily struggle.  However, other aspects of political participation – such 



119 

 

as freedom of association – were discussed and were often obtained or preserved when 

people experiencing homelessness had control over their own environment.   

Consequently, participating in the choices that govern one’s daily life was deemed to be 

important to determining where to sleep and with whom to associate.   

Community and rapport  

For many, sleeping rough meant having a choice in their community, a degree of routine 

and stability, and a sense of security for their belongings.   Thus, sleeping rough gave 

people more freedom to make decisions about their environment.   Hewie explains how 

sleeping rough provided choice: 

I think that if you are outdoors you can choose your environment, you can choose 

your people you are around.   You choose pretty much whether you are in a group 

or you just find a space by yourself, a little closed area or something.   (Hewie) 

For Hewie, sleeping rough allowed him to choose his environment's physical and social 

aspects. The majority of the interviewees mentioned that choosing whom they slept next 

to was important. This issue was expanded upon in the previous chapter on the capability 

of bodily integrity with respect to safety and the fact that it was not always possible to 

choose whom to sleep next to in emergency shelters. Many of the interviewees explained 

whom they chose to associate with when they were sleeping rough: 

You know, people need some place where they know people care about them.   

Where else are you going to go?  You know, we are like family.   All the guys from 

the reservation are all I have.   It is nice to be around your own kind once in a 

while… I heard about this place through another Native here.   I said, ‘Bro, where 

do you hang out?  Birds of a feather flock together.’ (Alex) 

Usually, like, I mix with Native circles.   But there's like different, you can go with 

gangs and colours but I just decided to stay with, just Natives, like a Native Circle.   

Usually on the street like, it's easy to find people to connect with.   I have things in 

common with.  (Asha) 
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I like to go where I feel comfortable.  You know when you walk in.  (Aleki) 

Participants felt comfort through the connections they made with other people.   The need 

to connect with people (especially from a similar cultural background) was a common 

theme throughout the interviews.   The need for cultural connection was met through who 

they shared sleeping spaces with, places they frequented, and how they spent their time 

fulfilling the capability of play.   Community and belonging are a survival mechanism for 

many experiencing homelessness (Patrick 2014).  Interviewees also talked about 

community providing a sense of ease and assurance in being able to be themselves: 

I stick around like, people that like… You know, birds of a feather flock together.   I 

mean, like convicts.   You know, people that I know from prison, or you can tell from 

their attitude that they've been to prison.   And so, they're a little more respectful.   

Or else I choose to be around some gangsters or some drug dealers, people that I'm 

aware of my surroundings… and know how to be, or know how they will be.   

(Hewie) 

For Hewie, by choosing his own environment and with who he associates, he is given a 

sense of comfort and safety in that he knows what is expected of him and what to expect 

from others.   Similar concerns were expressed when it came to using emergency shelters.   

Jenny talks about how she was impacted by the high turnover rate of shelter staff: 

Staff changes a lot, a lot, a lot.   I don't like that.   Just because I feel like if somebody 

is there to work, you shouldn't be changing so much, because you know, you get 

close to somebody and it's not really close.   It's just, you get to know that person.   

Then you're going through all this other stuff and then this staff changes and you're 

like, wait now, how do I have to act?  It's like you're on constant… fight or flight 

mode.   (Jenny) 

Jenny articulates how the constant change in staff impacted her sense of security and 

added to the stress of making connections.  Similar to Hewie, she highlights the 

importance of building rapport and how difficult this can be.   Jenny’s emphasised how 

many people experiencing homelessness face stresses resulting from the actions or 
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behaviours of others, such as shelter policies, laws, and other elements in their 

environment that are beyond their control.   Research supports her experiences, which 

suggests that “the general level of distress in the American Indian homeless population 

not residing on reservations is somewhat higher than for adults in the general homeless 

population” (Owen et al. 2007; 2).   This constant exposure to stress can cause people to 

turn to self-medicating to cope.  However, coping is easier with a community that can 

help relieve some of the pressures of experiencing homelessness.   Asha describes stresses 

that keep people away from shelters and how a community can help: 

The majority of homeless people will not go to a shelter.  It’s easier for us to not 

live in the rules, and that’s why we’re homeless.  You know, we are rebellious and 

on top of it, we’ve been judged and criticized a lot.  A lot of times, the homeless 

people, they see the world differently because they call it like, ‘the bleeding heart 

on concrete.’  Everything hurts, it hurts to want to eat, hurts to smile, it hurts to 

want to live.  It’s not like we are numbing it out, we just simply don’t want rules, 

regulations, and people’s opinions… on top of it.  At no cost to us, we don’t want to 

pay it.   You know, we just want to be left alone, secluded, and be around the people 

we want to be around.   (Asha) 

Asha demonstrates that shelter rules can often be hard on people experiencing 

homelessness and that homeless people endure constant judgment from shelter staff, other 

service users, and the public.  She describes hurting physically, emotionally, and mentally 

because of this.   She also offers insight into why rules, regulations, and other people’s 

opinions are an issue: by saying that it costs nothing to stay away from shelters, she 

indicates that shelters come with the price of compromising on capabilities, choices, and 

control.  Avoiding shelters gives people more control over their own environment; they 

can be “left alone, secluded, and be around the people [they] want to be around.” 

Association, identity, and environment 

To fulfil the capability of control over one’s environment, people need freedom of 

association.   Freedom of association is the ability to choose who and what they are 

associated with in terms of their identity and environment.   However, many housing and 
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shelter programmes are linked to different associations, and once participating in a 

programme, it becomes difficult to disassociate.   Mark demonstrates why it is important 

for him to have freedom of association: 

. . .   She [housing staff] offered me a place to stay but I don't really want to stay at 

a treatment place, because I've never been convicted [of a drug offence].   There's 

nothing wrong with that, but I've been the type of person that, I've never been in for 

treatment or in a place where the environment is for treatment, because people 

sometimes get the wrong idea that you're a drug addict.   You're an addict, you're 

an alcoholic.   Sometimes you would rather sleep outside than lower your pride.   

(Mark) 

For Mark, sleeping rough allows him to control whom and with what he is associated.   

By entering certain programmes, he explains, he would be required to stay in a treatment 

environment, which he associates with addiction.  He feels that this would injure his pride, 

and that he has more control over his identity and how people perceive him when sleeping 

rough.   Overall, there are specialised housing programmes for distinct groups of people 

with different barriers, such as substance abuse, domestic violence, and mental health.   

However, for three people in this research, addiction treatment facilities were the only 

housing programmes offered to them.   Hewie explains why he did not think that a 

treatment facility was best for him: 

She's the first one to offer to help me to try to get into housing… But she put a 

stipulation to where: I had to go to treatment inpatient for at least 30 days when I 

get out [of jail] … I didn't have no problem with that at the time, but it was right 

before New Year’s Eve and Christmas, and I ain’t been out [jail] for 30 some 

years… I just want to finally get to enjoy myself for the holidays and New Year’s 

and everything.   So I said, after all this [holidays].   But I never went back, because 

three of my nephews and my niece all passed away back-to-back three months ago… 

I mean, come on now, what do they want, it's almost been like, nine months since 

I've been off everything [drugs], and that's the longest in my whole life.   They keep 
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on trying to send me to the treatment facilities… I'm not saying I want to go get high 

or drunk or anything.   I may, occasionally, I do… I want my own space.   (Hewie) 

For Hewie, having control over his environment gave him the freedom to pursue things 

he enjoyed.  However, entering a treatment facility that provided housing also meant that 

he would have to give up spending the holidays how and with whom he wanted.   He was 

able to negotiate when to seek treatment; however, things beyond his control impacted 

how he felt about this.  He emphasised how the housing facilities being offered to him did 

not seem any better than jail: 

Going to a clean and sober house, you will have to share like five people to a two-

bedroom apartment and pay 500 bucks each.   I can go somewhere else, get a room 

for 200 or 300 or something, and my own little room, and that’s a start… But at the 

same time, someone better show me something today that is better than inside [jail], 

because I ain’t seen it in the last eight months and I am ready.   I try to defeat that.   

I know I am institutionalized; I am dependent on these places.   I am not trying to 

substitute it [jail] with treatment facilities like I see all my partners and family do 

every 3-6 months… Every winter I am going to have to turn into a thunderbird and 

go back to the institution [jail].   I don’t want to be like that… I want to break that 

cycle.   (Hewie) 

Hewie suggests there are limited options for people to move beyond emergency shelters; 

by entering the only housing programme being offered to him, he would not have 

the capability of control over [his] own environment.  He would not be able to choose 

whom to live with, and he would have to pay more than the market rate for a shared room, 

and abide by the rules of the housing programme.  Consequently, returning to jail seemed 

preferable to some of the alternative housing and shelter options available to him.   

Hewie’s experience highlights several issues with the housing options provided to people 

seeking to move beyond shelters.  His relationship with jail and other institutions is one 

of dependency, an outcome that is reinforced in other research on Indigenous peoples and 

homelessness (Christensen 2012; Murphy 2014).  The lack of opportunities, freedom, and 

options in housing and shelter programmes made Hewie feel like jail was his best option 
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in the winter.   He continued to sleep rough and wait for other options through emergency 

shelters and housing.   Similarly, James explained how treatment centres seemed like the 

only option for him: 

It seems like the only way I can get into a housing programme is if I go to treatment.   

And go with the flow of their systems, and then you could get into a place.   (James) 

Like Hewie, James had not been offered any other housing or shelter options, nor did he 

think that a treatment facility was what he needed.  James was waiting for his brother to 

be released from probation so they could live together.  However, most housing 

programmes do not offer service users a choice with whom to live, even if James’ brother 

was his only support system.  By choosing not to stay in a treatment facility, James had 

more control over the choices that governed his own and his brother’s lives.  However, 

for those who wanted or needed addiction treatment, this was often too expensive.  Aleki 

describes how going into treatment would not be sustainable for him: 

I don’t have the cash to pay for [alcohol] treatment.   They are too much, and they 

don’t have anywhere to transition into housing… For mental [health] and addiction 

treatment, the hardest part for everybody is to be able to stay sober and to be able 

to keep that job and to be able to get their housing… Those services are not offered.   

You [need health] insurance and stuff to get good treatment.   (Aleki) 

For Aleki, a treatment facility would only be a temporary solution with temporary control 

over his environment.  He points out that many people struggle to stay sober, keep a job, 

and participate effectively in the choices that govern their life because of the lack of 

resources.  The reluctance felt by Aleki, Hewie, James, and Mark about using these 

specific housing programmes is supported by previous research findings, showing that 

“very few, if any, housing services are intended to serve Native Americans in urban areas” 

(Levy et al. 2017; iii).  Consequently, many interviewees slept rough to fulfil aspects of 

the capability of control over one’s environment.   
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To many participants, choosing whom to associate with was as important as the physical 

environment where they were sleeping.  Mark highlights how other people impacted his 

environment and how he felt about himself: 

Well, absolutely, there are some free shelters, but they are kind of like dives.   And 

they’re just like, you come in and you just stay there… But the clientele is not too 

great.   The environment sometimes, it's best not to be around the environment … 

The shelters made me feel like my environment was more deteriorated.   I felt more 

deteriorated, like more hopeless.   I guess because it was all around me… (Mark) 

Mark preferred not to stay in environments that felt run down and hopeless.   For him, 

avoiding shelters allowed him to preserve his identity and have control over his 

environment: 

I sleep by myself [outdoors]… I kind of find, I try to find a good spot, and I try to 

keep it humble and I try to keep it right.   You have to.   You just kind of keep the 

area clean.   You make sure your clothes and your sheets are clean; your sleeping 

blanket.   Don't carry too much because I've learned that that's the best way to do 

it.   (Mark) 

For Mark, it was necessary to keep himself and his environment clean.   He also highlights 

how keeping material objects is harder for someone experiencing homelessness.  Having 

possessions puts people at risk of losing their sleeping spot since their things may be 

perceived as litter; it may attract attention from the police, and it increases the risk of 

being robbed.   

MATERIAL - CONTROL OVER ONE’S ENVIRONMENT 

The second part of the capability of control over one’s environment is the material: 

“being able to hold property (both land and moveable goods); having the right to 

seek employment on an equal basis with others; having the freedom from 

unwarranted search and seizure.   In work, being able to work as a human being, 
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exercising practical reason and entering into meaningful relationships of mutual 

recognition with other workers” (Nussbaum 2011: 34).    

Five of the interviewees owned a house but had moved to Seattle from other states and 

reservations because the cost of living where they owned homes was too high, meaning 

that they could not afford all their basic needs.   Many people had moved to Seattle to 

obtain a higher wage, but found it difficult to access emergency shelters and other 

resources while experiencing homelessness.   For most interviewees, “property” meant 

sentimental belongings, important documents, and basic materials like clothing and 

hygiene items.   Owning personal belongings was difficult for those sleeping in 

emergency shelters, and owning a home in another state while homeless also presented 

its own challenges.   This section investigates the decision-making process of interviewees 

concerning their property, belongings, and employment while experiencing 

homelessness.   

Homeownership 

Some interviewees were from Seattle and surrounding areas, while most were from 

different reservations spanning across the US.  Interviewees had moved away from 

reservations to urban areas for employment opportunities.  It was common among 

interviewees to rely on their tribes for resources, guidance, and advocacy.  Each tribe had 

different resources and infrastructure available to their tribal members.   Although most 

of the interviewees were trying to settle in Seattle, some mentioned trying to get back to 

their tribe’s reservation: 

I'm on the waiting list for housing over there [reservation].  They just built new 

houses, but they went quick.   They were tiny homes… But there is a lot of homeless 

people on the reservations.   (Rose) 

Indigenous peoples experience homelessness at high rates both on and off reservations.   

The conditions that many Indigenous peoples live in impact on their overall wellbeing.   

Due to the inadequate environmental conditions and lack of infrastructure, as well as lack 

of economic support from the federal government, many are forced to migrate away from 

reservations in search of economic opportunities in urban areas: 
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I don’t come to Seattle every year.   Economics dictated this.   There ain’t no jobs 

back on the reservation so to speak, there are some store jobs.   There is a lot of 

nepotism.   There ain’t nothing back there.   There is no factories.   They got four 

stores.   They had a factory that went down.   A lot of mismanagement on the 

reservation.   You got ranchers, cowboys, and that's about it for work-wise.   Around 

Seattle they got a lot of construction.   (Alex) 

Alex owned a house on a reservation but could not afford his family’s basic needs unless 

he moved to Seattle for work.  He pointed out that reservations consisted of small 

communities with limited jobs, and nepotism was common.   He had planned to work in 

Seattle in construction, making about $14 an hour, and return home after about a month.   

However, he could not stay in emergency shelters because he could not make it back from 

work in time for curfew, and he felt safer outdoors alone.  He was also able to stay near 

his job.   Others similarly owned homes but had no plans to return to them: 

I own a home [on a reservation], but I refuse to live there because the cost of living 

[is too high] and there is no work there.   (Alena) 

Homeownership among interviewees was high in comparison to the general homeless 

population.  However, many could not afford to live in their reservation homes while 

having other basic necessities to meet.  This finding contributes to the conversation of 

“housing first” debates: although housing is most important to resolving homelessness, it 

cannot be sustained without resources and services that address other basic needs 

(Strehlau et al. 2017).  In addition, other interviewees did not move back to their homes 

on the reservation because of difficult relationships with the community: 

On the reservation where I'm from, me and a friend of mine, she was drinking.   I 

passed out in the truck and I woke up in the hospital.   The lady she hit, she died 

two and a half weeks later.   She ended up going to prison… Now everybody is 

blaming me for it because I was with her.   Since then I haven't been on the rez’ 

[reservation] as much and… They have already threatened me.   They've already 
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tore up my house.   It's just a structure sitting there.   I don’t have nowhere to go.   

That is why I am still trying to make it here [Seattle].   (Will) 

As Will demonstrates, it can be difficult to return to a small community when relationships 

are strained.   For others, their homes and property were lost when romantic relationships 

ended.   Those who became homeless due to a breakdown in relationships often found 

themselves unable to stay somewhere with security for themselves and their belongings.   

Property and collective security  

Many shelters hinder the fulfilment of different capabilities because of rules, regulations, 

and frequent space control.  The space offered in emergency shelters is minimal, often 

restricting the capabilities of bodily health and bodily integrity.   However, the limited 

space also deters the ability to keep and hold property.  Interviewees agreed that lockers 

were hard to come by, but that having a storage unit allowed them to keep sentimental 

objects, as well as help them plan for a home in the future: 

A storage unit would be good.  There's one for seventy-nine dollars and it pays 

monthly, it's like a garage… The lady doesn't… really charge you late fees.  You 

don't sleep in them.   You just put your stuff in there. . .  to change your clothes and 

put your clean clothes in there.  Maybe even get ready for an apartment, start 

stacking up a coffee pot or toaster or maybe a little microwave that might come your 

way.  Put it in there.  By the time, well, "here's your keys to your place", I just happen 

to have a storage room full of nice things that I happened to pick up on the way, at 

an auctioneer or pawn shop or just on sale! (Mark) 

For Mark, the storage unit was a reminder that he was only experiencing homelessness 

temporarily, and he filled it with things he wished to have in his flat one day.   The space 

Mark had created for himself symbolised his hope for a future out of homelessness.   He 

had previously stated that his environment impacted how he felt about himself, and in his 

storage unit, he had control over his environment and his material belongings.   However, 

not everyone could afford a storage unit.   Many interviewees recounted instances where 

their belongings had been stolen, and this often happened in shelters: 
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I have lost everything.  I spent a month buying new clothes before I got here 

[Seattle].  I had a duffel bag this big taken from me.   All of it… they stole a cell 

phone from me… [then a] second one too.   My stuff just keeps getting thrown out 

because we're not allowed to keep stuff there [shelter]… staff will swipe it… Then 

in the next day, in 24 hours it is gone.  They throw it away.  They don't care what it 

is… the last thing that I was really worried about was losing the deed to my house 

[in another state].   And now that's gone.   I'm going to have to replace that because 

I had a possible buyer.  That takes time and money that I don't have.  I was like, you 

guys don’t care, it is not your stuff.  It is frustrating for me because I have to replace 

stuff every week.   Like, right now I'm down to one pair of shoes… They got cameras, 

but their cameras don't do anything. They don't review them and they don't want to 

take the time to review.   Why even have them?  (Alena) 

Alena owned a home in a place with a high unemployment rate.   She had moved to Seattle 

in search of employment opportunities, like many of the other interviewees.   Alena’s 

experience of frequently replacing essential items because they were stolen or thrown 

away was common for many staying in emergency shelters.  Replacing these items took 

time and resources away from securing a job and moving out of the shelter.  However, 

sometimes robberies were targeted, and as an unintended consequence, property stolen 

from people experiencing homelessness was often sentimental: 

I was being pursued by people who live in the Jungle [homeless encampment] 

because of my [tribal] disbursement.  My stuff with my children's pictures, my 

backpack [was stolen] because I didn't know where to sleep.   I was out in the 

doorway over here… and they took my backpack.  All I could do was scream because 

that's all that I had… It wasn't really about that.   It was about what was important 

to me, which were my children's pictures and stuff that my children had drawn for 

me… It's something I can't get back.   It wasn't like I was attacking people.   I was 

just screaming… I'm a believer in God.   So, I was just yelling at God.   ‘Lord why 

would you allow this to happen to me?’ I have never done anything wrong to 
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anybody.   I'm not saying I'm perfect, I'm not Mother Teresa, but I've been through 

so much in my life.   (Jenny) 

Jenny’s experience highlights why Indigenous people are often targets of assault when 

experiencing homelessness.   She explains that people in a large homeless encampment 

known as ‘the Jungle’ were pursuing her because they believed that she received money 

from her tribe.   Jenny further explains this: 

… They say… Native Americans think they have entitlement to everything, and that's 

not true.   But in a way, I feel like we do, because we're Native American.   We were 

here first.   This is our land.   We respect the land.   Not everybody gets money like 

everyone thinks… (Jenny) 

The disbursements that some tribes give to their members vary in size and frequency; 

however, as Jenny articulates, the money is usually not enough to help people secure 

housing in urban areas: 

I applied for rapid rehousing but she said I didn't make enough money… I try to 

apply for housing here… and she said food stamps don't count as cash, and they 

even said, I mean, because I get a disbursement from my tribe three times a year.   

She even said that wasn't enough.   (Jenny) 

Jenny demonstrates how her tribal disbursements and other cash benefits have made her 

more vulnerable to robbery, yet it was still not enough for her to secure housing for herself.   

Jenny’s account of having her belongings stolen while sleeping rough illustrates how 

frustrating and painful it was to have her sentimental items taken from her.   Similarly to 

Alena, Jenny’s pain and frustration stem from not being able to keep personal possessions 

safe or to hold property because of a lack of security.   Corrine highlights how it felt to 

have her belongings stolen from the place where she slept: 

I lived in a tent...   I came back and there was a lady in there.  She was on drugs and 

she was inside my tent.  My stuff that I bought, she had stolen and she had sold them.   

So, I had to chase her all the way out.   I didn't feel safe...  I didn’t know I was being 
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watched, so they know when I was leaving.   My friend was living in the van with 

her husband.   They put my tent next to their van.   They had a dog that used to come 

over around my tent all the time in the early morning to check on me.   That was ok, 

but it just wasn't enough [security].   (Corrine) 

Corrine’s experience shows that people sleeping rough are vulnerable to robbery and 

conveys similar feelings of her safety being compromised.   She lacked privacy in her 

space, and being robbed violated her sense of security for where she was sleeping.   Even 

with friends nearby, she knew that this did not provide enough security for her to feel safe 

again.  This sentiment was similar to many who stayed in shelters, where staff were either 

the cause of their things being thrown out, or not helpful in regaining stolen belongings.   

The distrust of shelters left many to continue sleeping rough.  Despite not necessarily 

feeling safer, this helped them feel more in control of their own space.  Communities often 

acted as a support system for people experiencing homelessness, providing a sense of 

security for their bodily integrity and material belongings.   However, Alex describes how 

friends do not always offer enough safety and how staying hidden when sleeping rough 

is sometimes better: 

Right now, I am currently staying at my buddy’s sometimes.   He's from my tribe… 

Well, he likes to drink and do a lot of stuff… Sometimes at my buddy’s, he doesn't 

open up, so I have to camp out.  I made the mistake of leaving my sleeping bag there 

and he sold it.  I try to stay hidden, because I heard about this guy who was 6’5” 

who got killed by three guys.   He said, ‘look at it this way, there is one less bum in 

the world.’   But then I looked at him and said, ‘there might be one less bum, but 

there are three more murderers in the world.’  They don’t see it that way.  I ain’t no 

bum.   (Alex) 

Alex indicates a few points about trust and safety.  Outdoors, Alex has control over his 

environment when choosing a spot that he believes is safe.  Choosing the right place 

means life or death for him.  At the same time, he gives a glimpse into the life of someone 

who hides his homelessness well enough that people speak openly to him about their 

views on homeless victims of violence.  To an extent, sleeping rough gave him more 
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agency where he could choose to sleep and stay out of harm’s way and, by extension, 

choose how visible his homelessness is to other people experiencing homelessness and 

the public.  For others, having control over their own environment was more hygienic, 

less stressful, and safer than a shelter: 

If you can go to a doorway anywhere around here, and you know, sometimes it 

might smell like pee or something.   They will clean it up the next day and you can 

catch it at the right time, it is gonna be a little secluded area.   You know, about 70 

percent of the time, maybe 80 percent of the time, nobody is going to bug you.   

Maybe that somebody might want to go in there, but they see somebody in there and 

they are asleep.   But then in the [shelter], you can't choose that.  You are just going 

to go in there and you gotta deal with whatever you can deal with.  (Hewie) 

In shelters, Hewie felt that he lacked choice and had to deal with whatever was presented 

to him.  Others similarly expressed that sleeping outdoors instead allowed them to have a 

routine and gave them a sense of security: 

Once it turns to about 6 o’clock, we kind of huddle together.   I am not with nobody, 

so they always make sure I am with somebody that can protect me or whatever, 

because [of my health condition].   But we have our elderly… a 70-year-old and I 

think a 65-year-old.   So, we always make sure they got a tent.   We give them the 

majority of our blankets and a tent.   This is because we don’t want nothing to 

happen to them.   (Asha) 

Asha’s experience of sleeping rough was centred around safety for herself and her 

belongings and community.  She highlighted how decisions were made on where to stay 

that night and how resources were distributed.  Sleeping rough with others allowed her to 

politically engage in decisions that governed her life on a micro-level.  She felt safer and 

more protected because it was mutually decided who was paired up with whom and that 

the elders should have more protection from the elements.  Staying outdoors gave Asha 

the option to be part of a community and to have control over her own environment.  Being 

in a community that shared her cultural values and practices was also important.  This 
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finding is reinforced by Levy et al.’s (2017a) research identifies community as the second 

most important housing aspect for Native Americans.  For many, control over one’s 

environment is not only political or environmental, but it is also economical, as many 

shelters will not adapt to service users’ working schedules.   

Employment 

Finally, the last part of the capability of control over one’s environment is the right to seek 

employment on an equal basis with others.  Employment is the greatest factor for income 

and the ability to own property.  In the US, nearly half of the homeless population has 

been reported to be employed (Burt et al. 1999; Goldstone 2019; NCFH 2020).   

Unfortunately, many employed while experiencing homelessness will sleep rough 

because of the curfew limitations imposed by most emergency shelters.   In this study, 

nearly a quarter of respondents worked, and over half sought employment.   Aleki 

describes why living and sleeping in shelters is difficult when working: 

But it's so hard sometimes with the shelters, to be able to get a bed.   You have to be 

there by seven [p.m.] and it's hard for me, because sometimes I have to take two 

buses to go either down to [another city].   And a lot of the jobs, they don't get out 

until like five thirty or six o'clock [p.m.].   So, by the time I try to make it… back 

from the job site… it's [shelter] already full.   (Aleki) 

The curfews in many emergency shelters mean that people who are experiencing 

homelessness cannot seek employment on an equal basis with others.   The ability to seek 

employment equally to others is a fundamental part of fulfilling capability of control over 

one’s environment.  The curfews limit job opportunities that require rotation between 

morning and night shifts, or that require flexibility in location.  Rose similarly expresses 

that obtaining a job is difficult in her position: 

I used to own a shop.   This is all new to me [experiencing homelessness].   It's hard 

when you reach a certain age.  I mean, I'm almost 56.  And a lot of people, 

restaurants basically look for the younger generation and so does retail.   Those are 

the only two things that I know.   (Rose) 
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Rose relates how it can be difficult for older people experiencing homelessness to find a 

job, as many of the positions seek younger staff.  Even with an extensive working history 

in retail and hospitality, she felt that she was not receiving job offers because of her age.   

In addition, it is difficult for many to find work without access to hygiene facilities, 

interview clothes, access to computers and Wi-Fi, proof of identification/address, printed 

CVs, and a stable place to sleep.  For those who do obtain employment, the employment 

then becomes a barrier to securing emergency shelter, which often means a lack of access 

to case management, housing programmes, and other resources: 

They didn’t really tell me about any rules or anything when I arrived at the shelter.   

I mean, the only thing that I had trouble with them with was the night before last 

night.   The guy [staff] was kind of giving me an issue about checking in, because 

I'm working and I don't know when I get off work, and he's been kinda getting burned 

out [irritated] on me coming in late.   He didn’t like it, so I'm just starting to stay 

next door at the other facility because he's got an issue with it.   (Mason) 

Many of the interviewees were in day labour employment, including construction, 

moving, and landscaping.  These types of jobs require flexible shifts and the ability to 

work in different areas of the city.  Maintaining employment was already difficult when 

all interviewees relied on public transportation: 

I think that they should have some leeway at the shelters for somebody that actually 

has a job.   Because of the bus system.   You just, you never know.   What if you miss 

the bus? They should still, I think, let you in.   You have a valid excuse.   You are 

not out partying in the town.   (Rose) 

Rose reports that many shelters are known not to have flexible curfews, even for those 

who are working.  She reinforces Mason’s experience of having difficulties with staff 

attitude to arriving late from work.  All the employed interviewees worked just outside 

the city centre, and sometimes their bus was late due to traffic, or because the job site was 

further away and required more than one connection.  By sleeping rough, many could 

sustain a job with fewer barriers, but they would lack access to housing programmes or a 



135 

 

housing case manager because these were often linked to emergency shelter participation.  

Hence, by sleeping rough, many compromised access to shelter and housing resources to 

sustain their employment.  In other words, they had more control over their immediate 

environment, but chose to compromise future needs for more immediate necessities.  Thus, 

it was often difficult for people experiencing homelessness in Seattle to fulfil the material 

aspect of control over one’s environment when accessing emergency shelters.  However, 

at the same time, it was also difficult to move out of homelessness without participating 

in emergency shelter programmes.   

CONCLUSION 

Utilising Nussbaum’s definition of the capability of control over one’s environment 

proved useful in helping to develop further insight into why many people experiencing 

homelessness stay out of emergency shelters and continue to sleep rough. Nussbaum’s 

primary focus on the political and the material proved useful in separating types of control 

over people’s environment. However, the definition could expand to account for the social 

aspect of control over one’s environment.  

In many ways, emergency shelters further constrain people’s ability to choose whom to 

trust and often their experiences with staff and other service users reinforce their distrust 

in emergency shelter programmes.  When people were sleeping rough, they found some 

level of comfort and security in being able to control whom they associated with.   

Interviewees often associated with people that had a connection to Indigenous identity.  

This finding infers importance among interviewees for relating with people they 

associated with beyond their experience of homelessness.  This specific aspect of 

association and self-preservation is not accounted for in Nussbaum’s current definitions 

of her capabilities. However, this finding about the importance of associating with other 

populations based on other aspects other than their homelessness also resonates with 

previous research on Indigenous peoples that highlights how gaining control over their 

own autonomy is an act of resilience (Binder and Binder 2016), but it is an act of survival 

in cases of homelessness.  For some, the importance of association while sleeping was 

enforced by the security of knowing what to expect from other people they shared sleeping 
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spaces with.   Security in knowing whom to associate with was important not just to the 

material sense regarding their belongings but also towards their personal safety from 

harm, too.  In some sense, the political association experienced while sleeping rough 

provided a sense of security and allowed some people to have political influence in group 

decisions.  They could relate to the networks they were associated with, from a familiar 

perspective that went beyond their connection to their homelessness circumstances.   

Another important aspect that emerged from the importance given to the capability of 

control over one’s environment is how it allowed some people to control the levels of 

stress brought on by their environment and social network.  For example, interviewees 

utilising emergency shelters and legalised encampments were often required to cope with 

stress from their environment that was out of their control.  Stresses in the environment 

included policies/rules of shelters and the behaviours of people utilising and working in 

the shelter.  While the rules of shelters were mentioned as deterring to some, it was 

emphasised that when sleeping rough, they usually compared street homelessness to the 

conditions and characteristics of shelters and not to the rules themselves.  

Some of the characteristics of shelters and housing resources being offered required 

treatments that many did not feel they needed or from which they would benefit.   While 

one interviewee brought up the cost of treatment accommodation, those who were offered 

treatment accommodation as their only alternative to emergency shelter expressed not 

wanting to access the resource because they had less control over their environment.  The 

treatment accommodation options were compared to jail facilities because of the physical 

environment, sleeping arrangements, and the restrictions over behaviour.   

The importance of the material aspect of the capability of control over one’s environment 

was demonstrated in the experiences and reasoning of interviewees who were 

homeowners while still experiencing homelessness in Seattle.  Their experiences inferred 

the importance of other resources required to sustain their housing and wellbeing.  This 

finding further reinforces why housing itself is not the only resource some people need, 

other factors like employment, access to health related resources, welfare, and 

transportation are also essential. A common experience among many of the interviewees 



137 

 

was the daily challenge of keeping their belongings safe from theft.  It was rare that there 

was adequate space to put their belongings between mats on the floor at shelters.   The 

restrictive space between mats and the type of bedding was highlighted in the previous 

chapter exploring life, bodily integrity, and bodily health.  However, it also was 

highlighted in the capability of control over one’s environment as a way of reinforcing 

how little room, space, comfort and privacy is afforded to many people who utilise 

emergency shelters in Seattle.    

While experiences of theft were widespread in emergency shelters, it was also an 

experience people were not safe from while sleeping rough.  Indigenous peoples who 

receive a tribal monetary disbursement are often targeted while experiencing 

homelessness because they are believed to have more access to cash; as a result, some 

interviewees’ sentimental items were also stolen.  Many also raised the concern of how 

often staff at emergency shelters threw out their belongings with little or no notice.  Many 

interviewees suggested that staff kept items for themselves, further deepening their 

reluctance to use emergency shelters.   Finally, many interviewees expressed how difficult 

it was to maintain employment when they did not have control over their immediate 

environment.  The curfew rules were not amendable to participation in employment.    

The interviewees highlighted that while sleeping rough, they had more control over whom 

they associated with, their possessions, and the jobs they could maintain.  Many of the 

experiences they had with the capability of control over one’s environment were not in 

shelter settings or homeless encampments.  Instead, they were most able to carry out the 

capability of control over one’s environment when sleeping rough.  This chapter has 

demonstrated that the lack of control of their immediate environment in emergency-

accommodation options hinders many from being able to move from rough sleeping into 

permanent housing and from being able to maintain employment.    
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Chapter 8: EMOTIONS, AFFILIATION, PLAY, 

SENSES, IMAGINATION, THOUGHT AND 

PRACTICAL REASONING 

INTRODUCTION 

The freedom to participate in activities that elicit certain emotions is limited when 

someone is experiencing homelessness.  Many of Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities are 

centred around the individual’s ability and freedom to feel different emotions connected 

to their surroundings and community.  The five capabilities of emotions, affiliation, play, 

sense, imagination, thought, and practical reasoning are concerned to some extent with 

people’s thought processes and emotional states.   The absence of stable housing often 

means that people must focus on securing the basic necessities of day-to-day living and 

are therefore unable to employ the other functions that allow them to live a well-lived life.   

This chapter will examine each of the five capabilities aforementioned in order and in 

relation to one another.   

EMOTIONS 

As previously explored, the reasons why Indigenous peoples often do not seek access to 

emergency shelters are primarily captured in the capabilities of bodily health, bodily 

integrity, and control over one’s environment.  However, interviewees also expressed 

reasons for not staying at shelters which were described in the capability of emotions.   

Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of emotions is defined as  

“being able to have attachments to things and to persons outside ourselves; being 

able to love those who love and care for us; being able to grieve at their absence; to 

experience longing, gratitude, and justified anger, not having one’s emotional 

development blighted by fear or anxiety” (33).    

Interviewees highlighted incidents in emergency shelters that prevented them from 

expressing discontent with staff or other service users’ behaviour because speaking up 

would have consequences for their access to the shelter.   
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The interviewees described how their expressions of discontent at emergency shelters 

were often met with poor treatment from the staff.   Jenny gives an example of another 

woman who was treated unfairly at a shelter: 

I have been to [emergency shelter].   I don’t like it.   They are very racist and very 

mean to the women, very demoralizing, very inconsiderate.   I've seen people go in 

there who don't really speak English very well… The woman [staff] was really rude 

to them and she's like… ‘you should just go stay at a different shelter’… She says, 

‘yeah, you can't stay here no more.’   It upset me and I was like, ‘she was just trying 

to explain to you… what's going on.’   But if you open your mouth, you get kicked 

out too.   You can't really step up for yourself and it upsets me.   (Jenny) 

Jenny’s experience details that for her and other women, the capability of emotion (being 

able to express justified anger) is limited at emergency shelters.  Many interviewees who 

had stayed at emergency shelters suppressed their emotions; even if they were justified.   

Jenny was reluctant to stay at shelters because expressing her discontent about the 

treatment of another service user was met with her also being told to leave the shelter.   

Although Jenny could experience justified anger, she was not allowed to express it.  Thus, 

Jenny’s decision to sleep rough on her own allowed her more control over her physical, 

social, and emotional environment.   

AFFILIATION 

While a range of emotions can be felt when experiencing homelessness, many of these 

emotions are linked to one’s personal connections, environment, and other capabilities.  

A variety of emotions are often experienced through the capability of affiliation, which is 

defined as  

“being able to live for and in relation to others, to recognise and show concern for 

other human beings, to engage in various forms of social interaction; being able to 

imagine the situation of another and to have compassion for that situation; having 

the capability for both justice and friendship.   Being able to be treated as a 

dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others” (Nussbaum 2011: 34).    
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Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of affiliation focuses on living for and in relation to others 

through care and engaging in different forms of social interactions.  A principal element 

of affiliation is having the capability for “justice and friendship” (Nussbaum 2011; 34).   

The ability “to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others” is a 

component of the capability of affiliation that is denied when there are harsh consequences 

for trying to explain one’s situation and for questioning the treatment at services and 

emergency shelters.   In Jenny’s case, she was forced to choose between the capabilities 

of affiliation (being treated with dignity) and emotion (being able to experience justified 

anger) if she wished to continue accessing the emergency shelter.  For many interviewees, 

the capability of affiliation was prohibited, restricted, or stressed when staying in 

emergency shelters or legalised encampments.  While experiencing homelessness, it was 

difficult to obtain and maintain several distinct relationships and kinships, as the 

participants did not have control over their own environment.   

Institutionalisation and social networks 

For people who grew up and have spent a lot of their life in different institutions (i.e. jail 

and foster care) social networks are frequently scarce, and their community safety net 

smaller (Toohey et al. 2004).  For some of the interviewees, homelessness was a 

consequence of small social networks resulting from time spent in foster care or other 

institutions like jail or prison: 

I'm homeless because I grew up in the [foster care] system from when I was five, 

and I aged out.  I really don't have support.  And everything changed as I got older… 

and then… the man that I was with for almost seven years, (that's like most my life, 

I got with him when I was [young]) … threw me out.   (Jenny) 

Jenny described how being in foster care meant that she did not have a strong support 

network.   Indigenous peoples are overrepresented in institutions like prison and foster 

care, which separate people from their community and their family.  This separation 

makes it difficult to fulfil the capability of emotions, “being able to have an attachment to 

things and persons outside ourselves” in a way that is not “blighted by fear or anxiety” of 
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separation and rejection.  The separation from family and community weakens social 

networks, and can also weaken one’s cultural affiliation.  This can make it more isolating 

to experience homelessness, and without a social network, it can be harder to recover.  

Seeking justice can also be difficult when someone is associated with negative 

characteristics of a population because of their housing status: 

I don't understand how somebody could sit there and throw you into the streets and 

just keep you from your children.  The only thing that gives me life and breath, the 

reason why I live, is for my girls.   With everything that I've gone through, and using 

drugs, like, if I go to court and I try [to get custody].   I don't have a fighting chance 

because they're going to see me as a drug addict or a nobody.   Everyone categorizes 

people who are drug addicts in the same category.   And that's not true.   Nobody 

knows everybody's story.   (Jenny) 

For Jenny, it was difficult to cope with being separated from her children.  She continued 

to sleep rough and wait for a housing option before attempting to get custody of her 

children because she perceived that justice would not be possible while she was 

experiencing homelessness and addiction.  Although Jenny grew up in the foster care 

system and not on a reservation, she did still lean on her tribe for advocacy and support: 

It angers me, but there's nothing I can do.   The only thing that upsets me is, [Ex-

husband]is not respecting tribal [law].  The state intervened over my children 

because he was trying to bring in the state of Washington.   But I said ‘No, I'm 

Native American… You're gonna go through tribe!’   My children are enrolled so I 

had to call my tribe and a lawyer.   We have shared custody but he's not respecting 

that, but because I'm homeless and because I've been struggling with drugs, if I went 

to court, I wouldn't win because of my situation, my circumstances.  But that's 

something he put me in.   But they are not going to see it that way in court.   (Jenny) 

Tribal affiliation is often a support system that provides legal aid or representation in 

which Indigenous peoples can have a better chance at justice.  For many interviewees, it 

was important to still be connected to their tribe while living away from the reservation.   
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Indigenous peoples’ identities are often connected with and defined by territories, making 

maintaining their cultural identity difficult outside of reservations or in urban areas 

without identity-sustaining cultural resources (Weaver 2012).  The capability of affiliation, 

“being able to live for and in relation to others,” including those with a similar cultural 

background, is essential to the formation and preservation of Indigenous identity.  The 

importance of these relationships is highlighted by the persistence of Indigenous identities 

in urban areas.  For many who are experiencing homelessness, relationships in general 

offer identity preservation, and support, stability, and companionship.   

Indigenous men’s identities and sanctioned (legalised) encampments 

Similar to Indigenous women, Indigenous men experiencing homelessness are also less 

likely to use sanctioned (legal) encampments and emergency shelters than the general 

homeless population.  However, men gave different reasons why they did not stay in 

sanctioned encampments.  Women largely focused on the capability of bodily integrity 

(being able to be secure against violent assault) when asked why they did not use 

encampments.  Men also expressed some level of fear of violence in encampments, 

however, they largely preferred to sleep rough for reasons related to their identity.   For 

men, when asked why they did not stay in legal encampments, their responses largely 

concerned not fitting in as an Indigenous person: 

They [tent cities] try to say they’re regulated. . .   but it's all bullshit and nepotism 

and everything that follows with it.   You know it's just people that are running and 

only want people that they can deal with and people that are like them to be around 

in just that area.   You get Mexican and Natives and others going in them… But if I 

was to go in, I would have to be an ‘Apple Indian.’   Basically, white on the inside 

red on the outside.   (Will) 

I don’t think I’d like that [legalised encampments].   I heard they are crazy.   That 

it’s just out of control.   More drugs and more thugs… It is controlled by guys that 

are doing the same thing and sitting there trying to tell you how to do it.   And I 

don’t think that it’s an example-based kind of situation.   My brother was in the tent 
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city and they didn’t treat him too well.  Though it was kind of more political.   It was 

more a clique situation.   (James) 

I heard from people that… the people that were running it, I guess the church, they 

didn’t like the way they were running it.  They choose their favourites.   Who's going 

to get the better tents or stuff… some of them get privileges and get the big tents and 

these other ones get the little tents.   (Ruben) 

None of the men mentioned fears of being sexually abused or going missing like the 

women who were interviewed.  The men’s reasons for not staying in encampments were 

largely centred around Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of affiliation, “having the capability 

for both justice and friendship.   Being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth 

is equal to that of others” (33).   They felt that encampments were not welcoming of all 

people and that they had to be a certain type of person to fit in.   Many felt that their 

Indigenous identity would not be accepted in sanctioned encampments, that the systems 

in place were not fair, and that sanctioned encampment systems did not reflect their own 

values.   For others, it was the types of social control (Johnsen et al. 2018) being imposed 

on them by the tent city members that kept them away from tent cities: 

I went to a tent city, it was okay.   But you have to do a lot more… You have to do 

security check.   Do this, do that.   Which is okay.   But the thing is that you want to 

get in a situation where you want to get employment or get some kind of income so 

you can get yourself… out of that situation.   I stayed in one… and then I finally 

just, I just, I felt like it was like sleeping outside.   (Mark) 

And when I did talk to somebody about tent city, it was always that ‘oh they're no 

good… The security will drive you off.’   Maybe it drove them out because they were 

doing drugs or drinking.  The security won’t bother you unless you create 

something.  That's with anybody.  So, when somebody complains about those places, 

it's because of the complainer, that I hear, they're the problem.  (Noah) 

For Mark, having to participate in roles at the encampment did not help to improve his 

situation.   He did not feel like it was enough for him, and still felt like he was sleeping 
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rough.  Most men had not experienced the tent cities themselves, but stayed away because 

of what they had heard by word of mouth.   However, Noah questioned whether word of 

mouth was a reliable source; he thought those who did not like the encampments might 

have been themselves the source of the problem.  In addition, following rules and 

authority was probably an issue for some.   Matthew’s experience of getting kicked out 

of a tent city resonates with Noah’s perception of what could be happening: 

I went to Tent City 3 (legalised homeless encampment), me and my ex-wife.   It was 

good.   I like that they had a tent for you… we stayed almost two months… I liked 

that sometimes you can just go when you please and come when you please… But I 

finally drank… You can’t drink there.   But I… I was depressed.   Some people get 

depressed and they drink… I drank, and I got belligerent and I could not stay there 

anymore.   I stay on my own now.   (Matthew) 

For Matthew, staying in a tent city did not work because of their policy on alcohol.   He 

explains that he was drinking to cope with his depression.  Addiction and coping are 

themes in most of the interviews.  Past research (Sparks 2010; Heben 2014) has outlined 

how and for whom tent cities can provide a beneficial community.  However, this may 

only be the case for certain demographics.  Marcus also points out that the nature of tent 

cities has changed over time: 

Tent City used to be really good back in the day.   I would say around [the year] 

2000.   They just don’t have the resources like they did in the beginning, and in the 

beginning they were small.   Where now, there is like 7 [tent cities].   They have 

expanded from having only one or two tent cities to where the resources are 

stretched too far, so you are having the homeless police themselves.   And some of 

us are not very good character sometimes, ain’t none of us perfect.   We all have a 

bad day.   (Marcus) 

Marcus also brings up the point that the women expressed in their interviews regarding 

the lack of safety (see Chapter 6).  If those in power at the encampment were policing 

themselves, it made some people vulnerable to crimes, prosecution, and unfair treatment.   
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Thus, to many, living in an encampment was not worth the compromise of the capability 

of affiliation, being able to be Indigenous and “be treated as a dignified being whose worth 

is equal to that of others.” Sleeping rough allowed them to pursue the capability of 

affiliation, as they had more control over their environment, which included whom they 

associated with and who they could care for and be with.   

Relationships and stability 

The importance of the capability of affiliation is indicated by the fact that Indigenous 

peoples often describe themselves through their relations (Kirmayer et al. 2003; Wexler 

and Gone 2012).  However, components of this capability are often disrupted by high 

rates of homicide and suicide in Indigenous communities.  According to Nussbaum (2011), 

being able to fulfil the capability of affiliation, “people must be able to live for and in 

relation to others… and having the ability for both justice and friendship”.   Relationships 

create and facilitate a sense of stability, which is often restricted when experiencing 

homelessness.  Many people experience homelessness as an intense period of loss (Burns 

et al. 2018).  Sometimes, the loss of a person or a relationship can impact one’s housing 

stability.  However, for some interviewees, it was the absence of their children that 

brought the greatest sense of loss: 

They say home is where the heart is, my heart is broken […] it’s really hard when 

your child dies.   I wanted to kill myself.   Where is home?  (Asha) 

Asha’s statement expresses the importance of relationships within the home, and how, 

without certain relationships, the idea of home, comfort, and safety become absent.   This 

loss is often experienced when relationships break down.  The relationships that caused 

people to move out and away could be between siblings, parents, partners, and sometimes 

the wider community.  For James, the breakdown of his relationship with his partner 

caused instability in his housing, mental health, and addiction management: 

I got engaged with a gal over there [reservation] and then she cheated on me… I 

just gave up.   After being with her for a year and half.   It just messed me up.   Really 

bad.   Because I can’t understand that I've never seen anybody that could be so 

heartless.   It really killed me.   I didn't want to live.   I got back into drugs.   Harder 
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than I ever did when I was kid [younger].   It was 31 years since I got into drugs 

and alcohol.   I still never got into the alcohol, I did more drugs because I wanted 

to die.   That's what triggered me and made me really go down.   I knew I had to get 

away from there [reservation].  (James) 

Many interviewees had a common theme of struggle with loss and using drugs to cope.   

However, addiction can have a negative impact on people’s housing stability and access 

to an emergency shelter.  Many interviewees migrated from reservations because of a 

relationship breakdown; many also moved to Seattle because they had someone there.  

For example, James had lived in Seattle before but left for the reservation after his mother 

died: 

We moved out here [Seattle] because of my mom, she had to have surgery back in 

the early 60s.   She had to get it done here.   It was the only place.   I stayed living 

here until… I went over there [reservation] because five years ago my mom passed 

away.   And my family kind of went their separate ways after mom died, because 

she's pretty much what held us together.   (James) 

The loss of his mother initiated his move to the reservation, and the breakdown of his 

relationship with his partner made him move back to Seattle.   In Seattle, he was able to 

change his environment and get support for his addiction: 

I had to get away from there and get over here [Seattle] and try and get some 

support.   The only support I am getting right now is from my brother.   He just got 

out of prison.   He’s kicking me in the butt and telling me, ‘come on, you can do it.   

You don’t need it.   Go get treatment.’ He is in transitional housing because he is 

on probation… That’s why I am homeless right now.   Because I knew that coming 

back here [Seattle], I wasn’t going to have any support from family.   But I chose it 

because if I didn’t, I’d probably not be alive right now, because that how bad the 

situation was.   (James) 
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Grief is experienced differently by different people.  For example, many interviewees 

coped with grief and the absence of important people in their lives by taking substances 

that allowed them to escape from their loss.  For others, grief was sometimes coupled with 

shame when it came to grieving collectively with their family, friends, and community: 

My auntie and my uncle passed away.   I was too embarrassed [to go to the funeral], 

and my mom told me that if you can’t stay sober, don’t come.  That was hard.   

(Aleki) 

Shame is often experienced in relation to people's surroundings and environment. For 

example, Aleki was ashamed of the association with his experience of homelessness and 

addiction. Shame can prevent people from reaching out for help and participating in 

ceremonies to help process their grief, which can cause them to use substances to cope. 

In this aspect, the capability of emotions, "being able to have attachments to things and 

persons outside ourselves… being able to grieve at their absence," is linked to the 

capability of affiliation, "being able to live for and in relation to others… having the 

capability for both justice and friendship." Aleki gives insight into how addiction and loss 

are often experienced by those who are homeless: 

… One of the saddest parts for me is, one of the girls that I got really close to, she 

was Native.   She was young, just starting out in life, and I thought of her just like 

one of my kids.   She ended up just overdosing and then passing away.   That was 

hard.   It's because you get to meet people out here.   You look out for each other 

and stuff like that.   So that's the hardest part [of being homeless].   (Aleki) 

Aleki was still grieving the loss of his friend.  He mentioned that it could be easy to make 

connections while experiencing homelessness, but it was often difficult to maintain these 

relationships when people had issues with substance abuse.   Some studies indicate that 

Indigenous peoples have the highest rates in the US (Dickerson et al. 2011; Whitbeck et 

al. 2012) of any racial group, of alcohol, cocaine, and methamphetamine abuse, as well 

as hallucinogen use disorders.  As a consequence, Indigenous peoples also experience 

higher rates of overdose from opioids (Indian Health Services 2019). The combination of 
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high rates of overdose and the overrepresentation of homelessness among Indigenous 

peoples can make it difficult to retain friendships, and leads to common experiences of 

grief.   

Companionship and friendships 

Many Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness forego staying in emergency 

shelters in order to fulfil aspects of the capability of affiliation, “to be able to live for and 

in relation to others”.  In turn, control over their capability of affiliation facilitates the 

capability of emotion, “to have attachments to things and persons outside of ourselves.”   

The interviewees gave insight into their relationships with people they spent time with 

and slept rough with: 

I do a lot of walking.   I just like to walk the city.  Seattle is very beautiful to me… I 

visit with people.   I am a social butterfly.   I just like people.  I don’t like sitting 

around all day by myself.   (Rose) 

Well, I ran into… a friend.   Well, now he’s my friend, and he’s got no limbs.   I 

pushed him around [wheelchair] to help him out.   I wanted to take care of him 

because he can’t really take care of himself… He asked me to push him up to the 

bathroom… He’s living outside.   I found him laying over there.   I said, ‘Hey, are 

you alright?’ So, I picked him up.   I have been helping him for the last two weeks.   

He’s drinking too much, and I think he’s in a depression.   (Henry) 

For Rose, not feeling alone and being around people was a priority.   In addition, Henry’s 

friendship demonstrates how access to the capability of affiliation allowed him to create 

relationships with people around him.   He helped his friend access hygiene facilities and 

displayed compassion for his situation.   Henry’s experience exhibits attachment, concern, 

and care for his new friend, facilitating the capability of affiliation and emotion.   Mark 

explained why helping other people experiencing homelessness was necessary for him: 

Those are my experiences of [being homeless].   I've had my sad times.   I've been 

robbed, I've been hit, I've been stolen from.   But it's also helped me to realise to 
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help one another, because the experiences I've gone through, people have also 

helped me.   (Mark) 

For others, their friendships while sleeping rough brought out emotions tied to the 

capability of play (further explored in the following section), and facilitated a connection 

to the people around them: 

I like Seattle, ever since I have been here, it’s been laughter every day.   We bring 

each other up.   We give each other compliments.   See, we do different things every 

day, that’s why we are always talking and laughing.   (Asha) 

Asha’s friendships made her happy; she was able to enjoy aspects of her day because of 

her social interactions.   However, some social interactions can act as a barrier to being 

able to sustain other capabilities, like that of bodily health: 

There is like six of us that know each other, and we protect each other.   If one of us 

needs to go the store or needs to use the restroom, we can leave our backpacks.   

We’re great friends and we’re good for each other but, also, not so good in a way.   

Because all we do is sit around and drink and listen to music.   (Aleki) 

Aleki’s relationship with his friends offered protection and joy.  However, he was also 

aware that his friendships promoted drinking, which he struggled with as he struggled 

with alcoholism.  Thus, relationships can sometimes act as a barrier to accessing shelter 

and retaining housing.  This finding is reinforced in research that explores the 

interconnected nature of isolation and housing problems (Nicholls 2010).   Aleki goes on 

to further explain why the capability of affiliation was important to his success in 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA): 

For me, when I went to [AA programme] … the best part was every single Saturday, 

the guys sign up… to go out somewhere in the community.   Here [Seattle] you get 

to work on older folks’ gardens.   They have people that will call in and say they 

needed the service, like moving some of their stuff.   You are part of the community 

and you get close to people like that.   It’s nice that you’re here, especially being 
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able to help all the elders as they get older and older.   They can’t do some of those 

things and you know that you can.   So that’s the nicest part.   (Aleki) 

For Aleki, the connection was important, particularly the feeling that he could do 

something beneficial for his elders.  Affiliation was a common theme throughout the 

different capabilities of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness.  For many, 

having the capability of affiliation was essential because it allowed them to choose whom 

they were affiliated with and from whom they were separated.   The people we socialise 

with often form and solidify what we value.   For many Indigenous peoples, it was 

important to be around other Indigenous peoples with whom they could connect and share 

various forms of social activities.  The capability of affiliation can thus become a catalyst 

for underrepresented and systematically marginalised groups to seek “justice and to be 

treated as dignified beings whose worth is equal to that of others,” or by allowing them to 

form communities they value.  In various aspects, the capability of affiliation allows 

Indigenous peoples to preserve and practice cultural customs that have been historically 

suppressed and systemically erased by federal public policies.   

Maintaining household relationships while homeless  

People experiencing homelessness are able to carry out some aspects of the capability of 

emotions, for instance: having attachments to other people.   However, not having access 

to emergency shelter or housing adds to the difficulties of maintaining relationships, 

including friendships, romantic relationships, and kinship relations.  The stresses of not 

having emergency shelter options can strain relationships, which in turn can keep people 

out of shelters.   When a couple was asked if they use emergency shelters, they answered: 

No, they [emergency shelter] are not for couples.   That is pretty much why we are 

going our own separate ways. [Glances are made and hands are then held] 

(Sabrina) 

Sabrina and her partner were separating because she could no longer sustain living 

outdoors.  In addition, she had mobility impairments that required someone to assist her.   

Her partner had been her caregiver; however, none of the shelters or housing programmes 
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they had applied to had offered a space for both of them.   Similarly, Alena mentioned 

what it was like for her to experience homelessness with a partner: 

I was homeless with my boyfriend.  It was hard on our relationship as well.   [It was 

hard to find places together] and it causes problems if we were separated.   (Alena) 

Sabrina and Alena both had attachments and cared for their partners; however, not having 

access to emergency shelters with their partners forced them to choose between their 

relationship or shelter access.   Hence, when experiencing homelessness, “being able to 

love those who love and care for us” in a way that allows partners to remain together can 

be challenging, and resources are constrained.  This finding is supported by other research 

that investigates why many couples who are experiencing homelessness report sleeping 

rough rather than entering shelters (Donley and Wright 2012).  In this sense, Nussbaum’s 

(2011) definition of affiliation misses the element of being able to maintain and retain 

relationships, which is often important to the identity and wellbeing of Indigenous peoples 

experiencing homelessness.   

PLAY 

Recreational activities are often manifested as different forms of social inclusion 

opportunities.  Social inclusion is important to the wellbeing of both individuals and 

communities.   However, the occasions to enjoy several types of recreational activities 

can be limited when experiencing homelessness, especially if the activities cost money.   

Nussbaum (2011) defines the capability of play as “being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy 

recreational activities” (34).  For people experiencing homelessness, recreational 

activities are often reliant on accessible public spaces and events.  For example, many 

enjoy the arts and sporting events as social inclusion activities.  This section covers the 

recreational activities that the interviewees enjoyed and discusses how these activities 

relate to the capability of play.   

Social inclusion opportunities 

Social inclusion was found to be important to the wellbeing of interviewees, because they 

were able to participate in recreational activities with diverse socio-economic populations.   



152 

 

The recreational activities available to people experiencing homelessness are dependent 

on economic accessibility.  Social inclusion allows homeless people to participate in and 

enjoy activities equally with people who are housed.  Some of the recreational activities 

that interviewees wanted to participate in were often available to them in public spaces, 

but rarely in emergency shelters: 

I like having Wi-Fi in shelters.  That means, you want to watch TV on your phone 

or whatever, you just put on your headphones and do it.   (Marcus) 

For many, internet access meant finding a job, connecting with family, and participating 

in pleasurable experiences.  For others, public events were more important for making 

them feel a sense of social inclusion, particularly recreational activities that elicited play 

and community.  Sports were one such activity, where many communities could be 

included regardless of their housing situation.  Ruben described how sports helped: 

I enjoy sports.  I go to games all the time… and it takes a bit of time, and keeps you 

busy.   It keeps your mind off all the problems.  The atmosphere is a lot better at the 

games than it is around here [emergency shelter].   (Ruben) 

Ruben supported all the local sports teams.  He found the atmosphere at the games 

equalising, inclusive, and joyful.  He compared the atmosphere of the games to that of the 

shelters.  For many people experiencing homelessness, access to basic functions like 

showers or toilets is restricted by shelter rules and business opening times.   The time that 

homeless people can spend on recreational activities is also limited by their resources and 

how much time is left in their day.  For Mason, staying active and healthy was something 

he enjoyed: 

I like to go to the gym when I get time.   The shelter is abnormal… Going to the gym 

keeps me… busy and healthy.   (Mason) 

Mason later talked about the difficulties of holding a job while trying to meet curfew for 

shelters and how it felt like there were structural barriers in place that prohibited him from 

doing better for himself.  He indicated that, for many people experiencing homelessness, 
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time is structured around the policies and rules of different shelters, even if they would 

like to spend time on recreational activities that are important for their health.  Reducing 

structural barriers to community participation is an effective strategy to improve 

wellbeing (Thomas et al. 2012).  What Ruben and Mason exemplify is that, recreational 

activities were enjoyed both individually and as part of larger community; however, both 

required them to have disposable income to put towards memberships or sporting events.  

For others who were interviewed, social inclusion and recreational activities were sought 

in the arts, specifically in the Indigenous cultural arts.   

Creating and preserving cultural art 

Opportunities for preserving Indigenous cultural customs were often practised in the 

function and capability of play.  Many interviewees enjoyed recreational activities that 

required historical skill sets which were passed down through generations and had cultural 

value: 

We usually hang out by the waterfront.   My brother is a carver and so he carves 

down there.   I hang out and do a little bit of beadwork.   I do a lot of artwork.   If I 

had my own place, I’d be at home in front of my table making blankets and beading.   

When doing artwork, everything else is dark.   I do it to keep my fingers moving; 

because of my disability they get stiff and I don’t want to keep them all cramped.   

(Sabrina) 

For Sabrina, the artwork was an escape and an activity to help her physical and mental 

health.  For Sabrina and many other participants, the capability of play could be 

understood to be a form of self-care.  For her, a home would be a place where she could 

create and carry out the capability of play and have the freedom of religious exercise.  Yet, 

while Sabrina was experiencing homelessness, she could not participate in the activities 

she enjoyed, or achieve a sense of a life well-lived.  For others, cultural art was also a way 

of generating income: 

I make dream catchers and I sell them.   (Henry) 
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I make double dream catchers, or medicine wheel necklaces, or a peace sign one, 

or a dream catcher necklace… Beading, I learned from my mom and my 

grandmother.   But being locked up in institutions, I learned to make things, I just 

paid attention because of boredom.  (Hewie) 

For many interviewees, art was a way to connect, play, generate income, recreate home, 

and preserve cultural identity.  Although the range and art mediums varied, the 

commonality was the confidence with the artwork learned from their family members and 

the fact that art captured and reflected their identity: 

I do a lot of paintings… I first started painting ships… then I realized I don't know 

what a ship looked like.  I mean, I know what it looked like… but from books and 

school.   Then I painted castles.  I didn't know what a castle looked like.  I said, 

‘why the heck am I painting this stuff?’ But I was into paintings that had texture.   

Then I got back into Native American art, old timey [traditional].   I sell them at art 

festivals.   (Alex) 

For Alex, his art was an expression and extension of what he knew and a form of income.   

For Jenny, continuing to create art was therapeutic: 

I like to make stuff, beaded stuff.  I like making candles too, and oils, t-shirts and all 

that.   I like to make just stuff… It’s peaceful and calming.  Then I like to do Sweat 

Lodges.  A Sweat Lodge is a place where you go to pray to a creator and release 

everything.  You do four rounds, and those rounds just let you get everything out, 

and you feel at peace.  Afterwards you feel like you're drained of it, but it's almost 

like a spa, but different.   (Jenny) 

Jenny described that these activities brought her joy but also peace.  Of course, joy and 

happiness are essential emotions to the wellbeing of a person; however, peace and calm 

were also something interviewees wanted to find time for and have the space to pursue.  

For Jenny, the feeling of peace was important for her mental health.  For others, their 

mental health was strong when they could enjoy and express their talents: 
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I sing… I could sit there all day and just relax and listen [to music].   I love like, 

80s love songs, R&B.   The music of today, I can't understand.   (Aleki) 

I sing all day and night… All of us have our own talents and we encourage each 

other to really build on them.   I sing all day and put out a hat and sing whatever I 

want.   I sing Native American music.   (Asha) 

Asha preferred to sing Native American music with friends who encouraged her.  The 

friends she surrounded herself with were also Indigenous peoples.  Asha further explained 

that, when experiencing homelessness, her ability to do what she enjoyed was sometimes 

interrupted by other people: 

I was sitting next to the totem pole.   Well, I guess that's why they're taking my 

picture.   White people are funny.   They were like, ‘Could you put your hair in 

braids?’ No!  ‘Can you stand next to the totem pole?  That’s your people and land. ’ 

That’s not my people and land.   I am a plains Indian and this, I don’t know what 

tribe this is… Just because I am Native doesn’t mean that’s me.   I treat people the 

way they treat me.   I ask for respect because I don’t disrespect people.   (Asha) 

While Asha was practising a recreational activity she enjoyed, she still felt that being an 

Indigenous person experiencing homelessness resulted in people not treating her as a 

“dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others.”  In this sense, aspects of her 

identity (an Indigenous person and a person experiencing homelessness) were not 

afforded privacy and respect.  Jenny reinforced Asha’s experience by giving insight into 

how she was generally treated as an Indigenous woman: 

It is not just us [people experiencing homelessness] who are hurt and in pain.   More 

or less, it's Native Americans who suffer the most, because of our ancestors and 

what they've gone through.  It still runs in our blood today.  You can see in our 

present in the way we are treated; in the way we are mistreated.   (Jenny) 

Asha and Jenny depict their experiences of mistreatment and inability to pursue religious 

or cultural practices were partly due to not having privacy as people experiencing 
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homelessness.  Asha felt that people thought they had the right to take her picture without 

her consent because she was in a public space; privacy was not afforded to her because 

she was homeless.  Asha’s experience demonstrates the importance of encompassing 

privacy in the list of important functions for living a well-lived life.   The capability of 

play was also a catalyst for the capability of sense, imagination, thought, because it was 

through recreational activities that expressions of artistic speech, religious exercise, and 

pleasurable experiences were carried out, as discussed below.   

SENSES, IMAGINATION, THOUGHT 

People experiencing homelessness have limited time to enjoy various forms of social 

interactions and participate in pleasurable experiences.  Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of 

senses, imagination, thought entails:  

“being able to use the senses, to imagine, think and reason– and to do these things 

in a ‘truly human’ way, a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education, 

including, but by no means limited to, literacy and basic mathematics and scientific 

training.  Being able to use imagination and thought in connection with experiencing 

and producing works and events of one’s own choice, religious, literacy, musical, 

and so forth.  Being able to use one’s mind in ways protected by guarantees of 

freedom of expression with respect to both political and artistic speech and freedom 

of religious exercise; being able to have pleasurable experiences and to avoid 

nonbeneficial pain.”  (33)  

Emergency shelters can serve as a place that allows people the freedom of senses, 

imagination, thought, it can also impact on their capacity to attain the other functions 

when shelters are not equipped with other basic needs.  Interviewees highlighted which 

activities they wanted to participate in to connect with people and places, and cultivate 

their education in relation to the capability of senses, imagination, thought.   

Remembering pleasurable experiences 

Pleasurable experiences and informed, cultivated educational opportunities can be harder 

to obtain for people experiencing homelessness because of limited resources, time, and 
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space.  The interviewees spent much of their time trying to access emergency shelters, 

basic hygiene facilities, and employment or benefits.  Pleasurable experiences were 

compromised for other capabilities required to live.  Cynthia explained what she would 

most like to do if she had time: 

If I could do anything else, other than find a shelter and a job, I would like to visit 

and wander [around Seattle].  The last time I was here [Seattle], I was thirteen.   I’d 

go around all over the Space Needle.   I want to go to the beach.   I want to reminisce.   

The first time I ever learned to swim was by the Space Needle.  I’d like to go back 

there.   (Cynthia) 

Cynthia relates that her day-to-day life was spent trying to secure an emergency shelter 

and a job.  She wanted to be able to reminisce about a time in her life that she enjoyed.  

Her experience demonstrates the need for the capability of sense, imagination, thought; 

“being able to imagine… and be able to have pleasurable experiences.”  The places where 

she wanted to go were less than two miles from the interview location and less than a mile 

from many emergency shelters.  Others dreamed of going back to people rather than 

places to have pleasurable experiences: 

I am a pastor’s kid.   I always grew up working in the food banks and at church, 

and just giving back.   I would love to find my way back to my family and being able 

to spend time with them.   (Aleki) 

Aleki grew up near Seattle and had family nearby.  However, his relationship with alcohol 

while experiencing homelessness was a barrier to reconnecting with family.  As 

previously mentioned, he felt shame about his situation, which prevented him from being 

able to participate in family gatherings and events.  Maintaining kinship relations is 

important to social inclusion and can reduce marginalisation (Fredericks 2010; Gibson 

2010 cited in Thomas et al. 2012).  Aleki and Cynthia described how their opportunities 

to imagine and  have pleasurable experiences in certain places or with certain people were 

reduced when their housing was unstable.   
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Education 

For some interviewees, the ability to create artwork and the act of learning brought 

opportunities for using imagination and thought in connection with pleasurable 

experiences.  The act of learning is captured in the capability of senses, imagination, 

thought, which allows people “to do things in a way informed and cultivated by an 

adequate education.”   The ability to participate in activities that provide further education 

opportunities is limited when experiencing homelessness; however, for people who were 

able to further their education, it often provided a source of income and a community: 

I pretty much know 90 percent of the crowd here [CSC].   I just like it.   It’s a better 

environment.   My job is making jewellery, at the same time, I am learning.  I like 

that.   I'm an uneducated person, I didn't finish school… I regret not finishing school. 

… I am working yet I am learning.   I thought that was interesting because it was 

like they were paying me to learn.  (Noah) 

For Noah, continued learning was an act of normalcy and an event of inclusion and 

pleasure.  He felt that he was being rewarded for learning, making his job enjoyable and 

a valuable connection to the day centre.   His sense of community at the day centre was 

centred around the familiarity he felt around the people that frequented the centre and the 

opportunities he was presented with to earn income and learn new skills.  The longing for 

and gratitude for learning was also acquired in other public spaces such as the library: 

I go to libraries a lot.   It’s my haven.   I read a lot.   I go to a lot of different libraries.   

I’ve had librarians come up to me and ask me what I would like to see at the library, 

and they have ordered it for me.   I talk to my doctors about books too.   I introduced 

him to a book, and we trade books.   There is a lot of books I get from the Elder’s 

program, at the [Non-profit].   I like that the library has shows, and authors come 

in and have talks.  (Corrine) 

Corrine’s relationship with books created opportunities for her to connect with librarians 

and with her doctor.   She was able to participate in discussions about books at the library 

with other people as an equal.  Thus, the library allowed her to fulfil the capability of 
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senses, imagination, thought.  She was also able to fulfil aspects of the capability of 

emotion, such as longing and gratitude for learning at libraries.  Libraries are havens for 

many people, and are especially important for marginalised communities that may not 

have amenities accessible to them, such as shelter from the elements, toilets, books, 

computers with internet, workshops, and entertainment.  For many, libraries are 

community centres that incorporate social inclusion and alleviate isolation.  Libraries 

serve as a public space where nobody is expected to pay for services.  Other participants 

enrolled themselves in community college for continued learning: 

I had enrolled in college when I was on work release… I'm used to doing everything 

by paper [manually].   That's what messed me up in college.   I do [write] like 500 

pages to do a whole book on paper and then… she's like, ‘email it to me’.   I'm like, 

‘email it?  I don't know how to use a computer!’ (Hewie) 

Hewie had spent most of his life in and out of different institutions (foster care, juvenile 

correction, jail, prison) and had not learnt how to use computers.  Not having computer 

skills became an obstacle for him, not only for furthering his education but also for 

applying to housing programmes and resources online.  He did not finish college due to 

parole issues, but he still longed to do things in a way informed and cultivated by an 

adequate education.  However, for Hewie, not having access to his own apartment or an 

emergency shelter that worked with his needs and provided him the space and privacy he 

needed was a barrier that deprived him of the capability of senses, imagination, thought: 

If I get a stable place, I'm on top of things.   I mean, I got like six business licenses… 

I'm an ordained minister and a Native American spiritual advisor… But if I ain’t 

got a stable place, I am out on these streets.   Everybody is constantly wanting to 

smoke some shrooms on the street.   You know, that's when money comes quicker… 

When I do have a stable place, I want to go back to school… I want to do things I 

can’t really do now.   I want my own space.   (Hewie) 

It was difficult for Hewie to obtain the social inclusion and pleasurable experiences he 

wanted when experiencing homelessness.  Similarly, he wished for an opportunity to 
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participate in further education that would help him pursue creative opportunities.  Hewie 

noted a crucial factor that prevented him from pursuing other career aspirations: his lack 

of stable, private, comfortable, and safe housing.  Thus, the interviewees reveal how 

people experiencing homelessness are forced to adapt to their environment and how the 

capabilities needed to live a well-lived life are often re-prioritised and compromised for 

survival.   

PRACTICAL REASONING 

Having stable, secure housing affects people’s ability to plan their life and use reasoning 

to prioritise.  Nussbaum (2011) defines the capability of practical reasoning as “being able 

to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the planning of 

one’s life” (34).  Therefore, the capability of practical reasoning can be understood as the 

way in which people choose what they prioritise when planning for their daily necessities.   

The formation and understanding of what is considered good and valuable are often 

founded and influenced by socialisation (Austin 2018).   As discussed in previous sections, 

socialisation opportunities are often limited for people experiencing homelessness, and it 

is especially important for Indigenous peoples to be able to socialise with others from 

similar cultural backgrounds.  The restrictions on socialisation that many people 

experience while homeless can affect the priorities and values used to inform the second 

component of the capability of practical reasoning ("to engage in critical reflection about 

the planning of one’s own life").   For many people experiencing homelessness, obtaining 

resources to help them plan their lives may not be a priority because they might not feel 

that those resources are effectively available to them due to the time that is often spent 

locating basic necessities and facilities.  Practical reasoning helps people determine which 

capabilities are objectively available and can be (effectively) actualised (Austin 2018).   

Many interviewees listed the activities included in their daily routine; however, critical 

reflection about the long-term planning of their life rarely came up.   This could be because 

it is difficult to maintain a routine when resources and people constantly change.   

However, it could also be because practical reasoning is shaped by social enculturation: 

the process by which an individual adopts the behaviour patterns of the culture in which 
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they are immersed and consider themselves to be part of (Austin 2018).   Routine can 

show whether someone is enculturated because we can see what they do day-to-day.   For 

interviewees, it included activities and measures that help bring a sense of pleasurable 

experiences, familiarity, security, and social interactions: 

I mean, they wake me up at 6:30 [a.m.], I am out the door by 7am.   I can come 

down here [Day Centre], drink coffee.  I then wait for breakfast, shower, or do 

laundry.   Then I usually go about my day.   (Alena) 

I mean, they got the TV blasting with basketball, and the guy in the kitchen got all 

rap music blasting even for breakfast.  You are just waking up and thinking, ‘Hey, 

can I settle down and drink some coffee?’ It is super crazy over there [emergency 

shelter].   (Ruben) 

Both Alena and Ruben tell how getting coffee is a routine measure of their mornings.   For 

Ruben, waking up at the emergency shelter is chaotic, but settling down with a cup of 

coffee becomes an activity that provides substance and serves as a basis for his day.   

Enjoying a cup of coffee was an activity that many were able to retain when their housing 

was unstable.   Some had coffee while waiting for resources and buildings to open in the 

morning.  Getting coffee thus became an opportunity for social interaction, a pleasurable 

experience, and something that was valued by many: 

When I have to leave the shelter at 5:00 a.m., I usually go and get coffee and talk to 

the guys down there.   Wait for stuff to open.   (Ruben) 

So, when you get out of the [shelter], you can always go to the cafeteria at [nearby 

hospital].   If you have a little bit of money you can and get yourself a cup of coffee 

or something… there is a little bit of low-cost coffee or a cinnamon roll or something 

like that.   (Mark) 

Some interviewees waited for day centres to open in the morning to get free coffee.  

Coffee represented a resource that was seen as effectively available to them – a tangible 

capability – whereas other resources, such as emergency shelters, were seen 
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as objectively available.  Emergency shelters were seen as freedom in principle but not in 

actuality since they were objectively available, but not necessarily to the interviewees. 

This effectively available coffee was often what brought people to a day centre: 

They don't feed them anything, and everybody just sits there looking at each other, 

waiting for the coffee machine to get done, and then running and fighting over the 

coffee machine.  (Ruben) 

However, this was not the case for all shelters and day centres.  Jenny had stayed at an 

emergency shelter that required everyone to leave in the morning, but provided coffee: 

They make you leave at eight to seven thirty in the morning and they give you coffee 

in the morning.  (Jenny) 

All participants commonly used a particular day centre.  This day centre opened earlier 

than the others and was open seven days a week, which helped foster rapport and 

community.  People had an indoor space to connect daily at this centre.   It was evident 

from the interviews that the participants were familiar with this place and felt comfortable 

there.  This day centre catered to and was operated by Indigenous peoples: 

I like going to CSC because I am with Natives.   I'm with my kind of people.   And 

I'm very proud of what I am.   Seattle is the only, or one of the only in the United 

States that has a club for Natives only.   (Noah) 

This day centre was where this thesis’ interviews took place.  More than once, people 

mentioned other aspects of the day centre that helped them with a variety of resources and 

support: 

They feed you as much as you want.   You know, they'll call seconds around a certain 

time, but they feed you breakfast and coffee.   You can take a shower here, you can 

wash your clothes, and if you need to, talk to the staff.   They have a counsellor here.   

(Jenny) 
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For others, the centre provided an indoor space to eat and drink in the mornings all year 

round.   Their routine included coming in, talking to the front desk staff, and having a cup 

of coffee: 

I come here for food and coffee [everyday]… I go to the thrift store for like, [travel] 

cups.  You know, they [day centre] got coffee cups, they got backpacks, they got 

clothes.   (Matthew) 

A lot of people just come here [day centre] for the coffee… Now, I am going to go 

see if they have some coffee.   (Alex) 

Can I warm this [coffee] up real quick? (James) 

Having a space like this helped facilitate the capabilities of emotion, affiliation, play, 

senses, imagination, thought by providing a consistent vicinity for many members and 

their friends to find community.  Many felt comfortable at this day centre because of the 

atmosphere and the feeling that they could be themselves among other Indigenous people 

without a sense of judgment.  This day centre offered resources, programmes, and events 

that catered not just to people experiencing homelessness but to all Indigenous peoples.  

Resources were presented in a way that was associated with their identity, both politically 

and socially.  By providing tailored resources, the day centre showed that this space was 

for and by Indigenous peoples, which allowed people to prioritise resources and see this 

space as good and valuable.  This place of value went beyond coffee; the familiarity, 

normality, atmosphere, resources, and accessibility allowed people to rest, earn income, 

learn, and participate in ceremonies to heal (drum circles and an on-site nurse).  The space 

also offered people experiencing homelessness a place of social inclusion with other 

social groups.  It offered similar resources and services to libraries, as well as practices 

and rituals that were culturally specific and purposeful.  Two interviewees mentioned that 

they had engaged with the centre before experiencing homelessness.  In places like this, 

prevention services are most likely to be successful if they have the funding and resources 

because people see these resources as tailored for their needs.    Having access to tailored 
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and purposeful shelter and housing resources positively impacted how people prioritised 

engaging with this day centre and the planning of their own life.   

CONCLUSION 

The value accorded to specific capabilities shows why many Indigenous people 

experiencing homelessness forego using emergency shelters and sleep rough instead.  The 

act of compromise is carried out through the capability of practical reasoning, which is 

impacted by identity and the capability of affiliation.  For interviewees, not being able to 

express discontent or to challenge the regulations or treatment of service users was enough 

to keep them from using emergency shelters.  Expressing discontent at programmes and 

shelters often induced harsh punishments including being barred, sometimes long-term.  

In this sense, Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities leave room for extension beyond the ability 

to experience certain emotions; for instance, by including the ability to express emotions 

resulting from injustice.  To seek justice does not only mean receiving assistance for the 

symptoms of injustice but alleviating and preventing the cause.   

Often the injustice is caused by restrictions set by either government policy or emergency 

shelter-based rules and regulations.  Many interviewees were unable to experience the 

capability of affiliation when using emergency shelters and legalised encampments.  

Relationships are particularly important to people who are experiencing homelessness 

with a partner or caregiver, and the fact that many programmes do not accept couples is a 

common reason why many do not utilise emergency shelters.  The capability of affiliation 

allows people to form relationships, support networks, and communities with shared 

values.  The importance of affiliation is one that encompasses justice and helps people 

form and maintain their identities.   

Retaining, preserving, and maintaining an Indigenous identity is a form of resilience, 

following centuries of federally-mandated policies that were meant to erase, assimilate, 

and disperse Indigenous peoples.  This strong sense of identity was highlighted when 

Indigenous men explained why they did not use legalised encampments – due to the way 

other people perceived them as worthy of access.  Hence, the importance of connections 
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through the capability of affiliation should be given particular focus when working with 

Indigenous peoples, especially those experiencing homelessness.   

Reducing structural barriers to community participation may also be an effective strategy 

to improve wellbeing (Thomas et al. 2012).  The function of play was found to be 

important, providing an escape and an opportunity to engage in the process of healing.  

Through the capability of play, interviewees expressed that experiencing homelessness 

often equated to not having the privacy to carry out the full range of capabilities that 

cultivate a well-lived life.   

Furthermore, it was often difficult for interviewees to pursue adequate education and to 

participate in pleasurable experiences because they had to spend their time obtaining basic 

necessities.  For some interviewees, access to the capability of sense, imagination, thought 

allowed them to reminisce about better times; for others, it meant reconnecting with 

family and friends.  In many cases, social inclusion was met when they could acquire 

adequate education through the library, college, and cultural programmes.  Resources that 

provide spaces for different capabilities are important for alleviating further 

marginalisation of people experiencing homelessness.    

This chapter has engaged with a range of Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities that are often 

interlinked and similar making it challenging to place interviewees’ experiences solely 

under one capability.  However, Nussbaum’s capabilities are meant to work together and 

reinforce the importance of different capabilities by being interlinked. Hence, placing 

some experiences only under one capability was possible without compromising the 

importance of an experience or the importance of a specific capability. Some capabilities 

focus on feelings and emotions rather than cognitive processing and influence. 

Nussbaum’s definitions of the capabilities allowed room for interpretation of each 

interviewees experience and adaptation of the capability definitions. Capabilities were 

chosen by what emotion or action was most emphasised by the interviewees. This chapter 

highlighted why cultural identity is important to Indigenous peoples and how specific 

capabilities can be understood as necessary for cultural preservation. Furthermore, this 

chapter emphasised how Indigenous peoples are able to participate in cultural preservation 
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and why participation is often difficult when experiencing homelessness. Consequently, 

this chapter has demonstrated that besides safe, healthy shelter, and affordable housing, 

other capabilities are necessary for people experiencing homelessness to be able to live, 

express, maintain, and restore a well-lived life.    
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Chapter 9: CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis aimed to explore the experiences of homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples 

in the US, and the impact that current emergency accommodation options have on their 

capabilities.  Understanding the most extreme cases of disadvantage aids governments’ 

ability to create better policies and prepares communities to address the needs of all 

populations by ensuring the necessities of the most marginalised are provided for.  

Nussbaum’s (2011) Capabilities Approach, which allows for comparative quality-of-life 

assessments that centre around social justice and focus on the choices and freedoms that 

individuals can carry out, was applied in the analysis of data drawn from a case study of 

Indigenous peoples’ experiences of homelessness in Seattle.  A series of face-to-face 

interviews with 14 key stakeholders and 30 people with lived experiences of homelessness 

helped contextualise and answer the following research questions:  

1. To what extent does US colonialism and historical housing and homelessness 

policy explain the disproportionate risk of homelessness experienced by 

Indigenous peoples?   

 

2. To what extent do the available forms of emergency accommodation in the US 

impact on the capabilities of Indigenous peoples who are homeless? 

 

3. To what extent do the characteristics of emergency accommodation explain the 

decision of Indigenous peoples in the US to sleep rough? 

 

4. What are the policy and practice implications of this analysis for responding to 

Indigenous peoples’ homelessness in the US? 

This chapter will present the main findings per each research question.  After discussing 

each research question in order, a theoretical reflection on Nussbaum’s (2011) Capability 

Approach is discussed.  Finally, the chapter concludes by discussing areas warranting 

further research. 
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COLONIAL, HOUSING AND HOMELESSNESS POLICY  

To understand why Indigenous peoples in the US continue to be disproportionately 

overrepresented in homelessness, it is important to comprehend what this population has 

endured as part of their colonial past and how they have been historically systemically 

oppressed through housing and homelessness policies.  US colonial history gives 

important context to why Indigenous peoples continue to be reported near and at the 

bottom of every social, housing, economic, and health indicator.  While poverty cannot 

account solely for Indigenous peoples overrepresentation in homelessness the 

combination of unmet treaties, socio-economic factors, and housing and homelessness 

policy history can.  

US colonial history also provides insight into why particular capabilities may be 

prioritised more than others in shelter constrained contexts.   For example, it was 

identified that identity preservation and cultural affiliation was highly important to many 

people in this thesis.  The importance of preservation can be understood partly as a 

consequence of the impacts of colonial history.  Indigenous peoples have endured forced 

migration, separation, and attempts to reconstruct their identity as a population through 

national policies.  Research on Indigenous peoples has recognised the historical trauma 

brought by colonial tactics that still has an impact on Indigenous peoples’ wellbeing today.  

The justification for focusing on colonial history is that it continues to sustain harmful 

impacts of racial oppression on the health and wellbeing of Indigenous peoples (Gone et 

al.  2019). The history of colonialism also offers an origin and understanding of current 

social injustice and inequality experienced by Indigenous peoples.  

Indigenous peoples’ histories, cultures, traditions, knowledge, and relationships between 

lands, home, and peoples began before colonialism.  Many Indigenous peoples’ cultures 

emphasise the preservation of land and history.  Preserving biodiversity, stories, 

languages, customs, and knowledge is a means to preserve identity.  The historical 

importance Indigenous peoples give to preservation of cultural identity also gives context 
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to their resilience, strength, and “seven generations4” of planning and protecting the land 

and their communities.  For governments and policy to recognise this, would mean to 

value Indigenous peoples separately from colonialism, which means to create more 

inclusive and just policies that value the priorities made by Indigenous peoples.   To only 

consider Indigenous peoples as historically underserved omits pre-colonial history.  The 

value in understanding Indigenous pre-colonial history and Indigenous practices is that it 

also informs current Indigenous peoples’ responses to homelessness policy and practice.  

The history of housing and homelessness policies helps to explain further the systemic 

and structural causes that increase the risk and disproportionate vulnerability of 

homelessness among Indigenous peoples.  While colonial history and Indigenous peoples’ 

histories give insight to why the preservation of Indigenous identity is imperative to the 

survival of this population, another important historical aspect of understanding their 

current socio-economic status as a population is understanding how historically housing 

and homelessness policies have excluded Indigenous peoples and other BIPOC groups.  

US housing and homelessness policies were historically created to be intentionally 

unequal and favoured people who identified and passed as white.  Housing and 

homelessness policy history not only contextualises where people were able to live and 

work but who was able to own homes and accumulate generational wealth through land 

and homeownership.  While the US did eventually make it illegal to discriminate on the 

basis of race by the 1960-70s (depending on each state), the repercussions of previously 

implemented policies had already impacted the amount of generational wealth held by 

many Indigenous peoples and other BIPOC populations.  The process of undoing the 

racial inequalities in housing and homelessness must have a critical focus on racial equity 

and population-specific responses.    

It is imperative to take into consideration the colonial historical impact of different 

populations because it contextualises many of the historically rooted decision-making 

processes made by populations that are reported to underutilise government emergency 

 
4 The Seventh Generation Principle is based on the traditional Haudenosaunee philosophy that today’s 

decisions should result in a sustainable world seven generations from now (ICP 2021).  It can also be 

interpreted as each generation being responsible for teaching, learning, and protecting the three 

generations that had come before, its own, and the next three (Wilkins 2018). 
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shelter and homelessness services.   It also reminds scholars and policy makers to consider 

the importance of looking at cultural nuances and priorities of specific populations.  

Contextualising the colonial, housing and homelessness history of Indigenous peoples and 

utilising Nussbaum’s (2011) approach coupled with speaking directly with Indigenous 

peoples experiencing homelessness can additionally help create a practical starting point 

for Seattle’s homelessness policies.   This research has indicated how capabilities can be 

used to understand better community-led priorities and barriers identified by Indigenous 

peoples experiencing homelessness in Seattle.   

AVAILABLE FORMS OF EMERGENCY ACCOMODATION AND 

CAPABILITIES 

The second research question focused on the influence emergency accommodation 

environments had on Indigenous peoples’ capabilities.  Evidence from this thesis 

highlighted that for many people experiencing homelessness in Seattle, emergency 

shelters were often a barrier to good health and safety.  A further contribution was 

elucidating why many Indigenous peoples did not want to reside in legalised 

encampments.   This section explores the capabilities that were often compromised and 

prioritised in the decision-making process of selecting or opting out of emergency shelters 

and homeless encampments.  

Emergency shelters 

Few interviewees used emergency shelters, primarily because of the level of 

overcrowding and lack of good hygiene offered.   Some emergency shelters operate on a 

pop-up basis in the lobbies of government buildings.   These shelters are meant to be 

temporary and do not support people long-term; they do not offer long-term planning or 

services to cater to the comfort and quality of life for those who stay at the shelter.  

Interviewees described the conditions of these shelters as intolerable due to the lack of 

privacy, cleanliness, personal space, safety from illness and physical danger.   The 

overcrowding was found to make interviewees feel susceptible to illness and violence.   

Through the interviewees’ insight it emerged that the capability definition of bodily health 

excluded the ability to preserve good health, access medical treatment, and heal or recover 
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from illness.   Maintaining good health and recovering from illness proved difficult, not 

just because of the limited hygiene facilities offered in shelters, but also partly because 

shelters required people to leave without providing for any health or wellness exceptions.  

Emergency shelters did not allow people with health conditions who needed a place to 

rest during the day to stay before and after surgery.  The interviewees were usually 

required to leave at 05:00 and were not allowed to return until 17:00.  The lack of an 

appropriate place to recover from illness or surgery impacted the interviewees’ ability to 

regain the capability of bodily health while experiencing homelessness.   

It was made clear through the interviews that the lack of privacy paired with the 

overcrowding in many emergency shelters made the interviewees feel unsafe.  Many 

interviewees commented on the proximity between sleeping mats, and how a room of 

tightly packed mats permeated a sense of melancholy and vulnerability to violence.   Many 

interviewees found it challenging and stressful to sleep among a large group of people 

with undiagnosed or untreated mental health needs.  The interviewees did not feel that 

emergency shelter staff would be there to protect them if violence erupted.   Interviewees 

expressed that the danger of weaponised violence was greater in emergency shelters than 

when sleeping rough due to the high number of people confined in close quarters.  Toilets 

became drug dens in emergency shelters because it was the only area that did not have 

any surveillance.   

The risk of harm felt greater for participants in emergency shelters where they were not 

able to control their own physical boundaries.  Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of control 

over one’s environment covers both political and material control.   The political part of 

her definition focuses on the broader sense of political engagement, while the material 

part could be expanded to include the immediate need to have control over daily 

necessities, such as being able to control whom to sleep next to, or whom to share sleeping 

quarters with.  Having control over one’s immediate environment is especially important 

to those who are experiencing homelessness and must adhere to the rules and regulations 

of shelters and housing programmes.   Thus, it is also necessary for emergency shelters to 

provide security for material goods.   In this thesis, Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of 

control over one’s environment highlights how important housing, facilities, and 
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resources are for living a well-lived life.  For example, some interviewees owned homes 

on reservations but had to move to Seattle for medical or employment opportunities and 

resources.   Thus, a home is not enough; people need other basic infrastructure like 

hospitals, transportation, employment opportunities, and plumbing and electricity to make 

their homes and communities liveable.   

Many said that they could not complain about other service users, staff, or conditions 

without facing the harsh consequences of being banned or asked to leave the emergency 

shelter temporarily.  They often felt constrained in their capability of emotion, being able 

to express themselves, especially when feeling justified emotions like anger in emergency 

shelters.  In addition, shelters do not make service users aware of any grievance process 

that they can utilise, or that can be investigated by a third party.  

For many, the environment of sleeping in an emergency shelter was worse than sleeping 

rough.  Many of the shelters operating out of government buildings did not offer case 

management, showering facilities, meals, or laundry services.  The lack of these facilities 

meant that interviewees had to devote most of their days to acquiring these resources 

independently, rendering it challenging to move out of homelessness and gain 

employment and independence.  The amount of time they had to locate these daily 

essentials was restricted by the business hours of various charities and often by the 

shelter’s curfew.   In addition, curfew often meant not being able to make it back on time 

after work, as all interviewees relied on public transportation or walking.   Curfew was 

thus an important barrier to employment and access to emergency shelter, because nearly 

half of the interview sample were employed or seeking employment.   Those who did not 

return to the emergency shelter on time could lose the space allocated to them and their 

belongings.  Hence, staying at a shelter was often a hindrance when trying to remain 

employed or locate resources to move on from shelters.   

It is important to note that a lack of adequate emergency shelter can impact one’s ability 

to plan and use reasoning to choose priorities.  The act of compromising is carried out 

through the capability of practical reasoning, which is impacted by socialisation and 

identity.  If socialisation is limited and identity suppressed in non-culturally informed 
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emergency shelters and housing programmes, many people will have to continue 

compromising emergency shelters for other capabilities that they require to live a well-

lived life.  In this sense, the capability of practical reasoning is understood as being 

impacted by other capabilities that are essential to living.  Without essential items, 

resources, and functions, planning one’s future is compromised for more immediate needs.    

Finally, shelter policy usually defines who is considered part of a household.  The 

interviewees expressed maintaining romantic or dependent (caregiver) relationships while 

homeless was difficult because of restrictions at shelters and housing programmes.  Far 

too often, households were defined by shelter policy and not by the service users.   It was 

evident from interviewees that it was difficult to find housing for unconventional 

households, such as caregivers and their dependents, kinship relations (e.g. grandparents 

and grandchildren), families with adult children, single parents, intergenerational families, 

and couples without children.  For people to live a well-lived life, they should be able to 

choose who is considered part of their household.  Therefore, for many, emergency 

shelters added an element of stress and did not facilitate any healing, rest, community, or 

assistance.  

Homeless encampments 

Seattle has continued to legalise an increasing number of homeless encampments, 

bringing the total to nine legalised encampments in 2018.  However, the City of Seattle 

found that Indigenous peoples used legalised encampments and emergency shelters at a 

lower rate than other populations experiencing homelessness (City of Seattle 2018).  

There were both similarities and differences between the reasoning of Indigenous men 

and women regarding this issue.  The reasoning among Indigenous women for not using 

legalised homeless encampments related primarily to Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities of 

life, bodily health, and bodily integrity.  Female interviewees felt unsafe staying in 

legalised homeless encampments for fear of sexual violence and a disproportionate 

likelihood of being murdered or going missing.  These issues particularly affect 

Indigenous women, and there is a lack of support and coordination by federal, state, and 

tribal authorities in understanding and responding to the high rates of murder and 

disappearances among this group.  For many women, homeless encampments meant 
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risking their capability of life, being able to live to a normal age, and seeking justice if 

anything did happen to them.    

Indigenous men preferred not to use legalised homeless encampments for reasons related 

to Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities of control over their own environment, affiliation, and 

play.  Indigenous men experiencing homelessness spoke about wanting to choose their 

immediate surroundings, such as whom they slept next to, and the importance of 

community and maintaining their cultural identity as Indigenous peoples.  Many 

expressed being racially discriminated against within legalised encampments by other 

people experiencing homelessness.  They also felt pressured to conceal their cultural 

identity to fit in with the larger homeless population.  Indigenous peoples have faced 

several decades of colonial practices that have forced them to migrate, assimilate, and 

disassociate from their Indigenous communities.  The historical significance of these 

forced policies on Indigenous peoples is increasingly relevant to maintaining an 

Indigenous identity.  

SLEEPING ROUGH 

The majority of interviewees preferred sleeping rough rather than using emergency 

congregate shelters or legalised homeless encampments (weather dependent).  Their 

decisions to sleep rough were often influenced by the characteristics and the environments 

of emergency accommodation and legalised homeless encampments available to them.  

Sleeping rough gave them more freedom to pursue different capabilities without the 

constraints imposed by emergency shelters and homeless encampments.  For example, 

sleeping rough allowed for the interviewees to separate themselves from people and 

environments that made them feel unsafe, disrespected, or vulnerable.  By sleeping rough, 

many interviewees felt they had more control over their own environment compared to 

their experiences in emergency shelters and legalised encampments.  Sleeping rough gave 

them more control over how they spent their time, who they spent their time with, and 

protection in safe numbers from violence and theft.  Sleeping rough, in groups or 

individually, thus allowed people experiencing homelessness to create their own 

communities.  For many, it was a priority to be able to affiliate and associate with those 
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who made them feel safe and protected.  While sleeping rough, the interviewees spoke 

about forming friendships and communities where their cultural identities were respected 

and encouraged.   

In many instances, the interviewees talked about reciprocity among their community, and 

how decisions were made for the safety of all group members.   For example, people who 

slept in groups indicated having systems that protected elderly members and women, 

many described as a cultural importance.   Protection came in the form of security at night, 

and rotating responsibilities for watching belongings and gathering supplies that anyone 

from the group may need.  These responsibilities were determined by each individual’s 

abilities, strengths, and weaknesses.  The physical constraints of people with disabilities 

were taken into consideration, and these members were given specific responsibilities, 

such as staying with belongings while others located resources.  In these communities, 

relationships functioned to build purpose and recognise value in each person.  In addition, 

people were paired up at night to enhance levels of protection.  Most importantly, the 

interviewees highlighted how decisions were made collectively in the group, and how 

things were agreed upon by all members.  The distribution of responsibilities provided 

more time for people experiencing homelessness to fulfil other capabilities, such as 

exercising their capabilities of senses, imagination, thought, and play.  These capabilities 

were highlighted as important to the overall wellbeing of the Indigenous peoples who 

were sleeping rough.   

In addition, sleeping rough gave the interviewees a sense of protection from theft, and 

they were able to maintain a certain level of material ownership that they did not feel was 

possible in emergency shelters or legalised encampments.   Many of the material goods 

kept by the interviewees were sentimental objects and important documents; things that 

were both difficult and expensive to replace.  The importance of being able to keep certain 

belongings is covered in the capability of control over one’s environment.  The 

interviewees shared personal moments of deep despair when their belongings were 

thrown away or stolen by shelter staff or other service users.  When forced to choose 

between material objects, people chose to carry what they valued the most.  For many, 

this included personal photographs and drawings from their children, which they needed 
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to feel certain emotions of connection, hope, and the capability of affiliation, “to be able 

to live for and in relation to others” (Nussbaum 2011; 34).   

Experiencing homelessness is expensive in Seattle.  Finding resources is difficult and 

time-consuming.  Sleeping rough did not incur the same financial cost as emergency 

shelters, some of which charged $3-35 USD a night.  In addition, many emergency 

shelters did not offer any more amenities than those available when sleeping rough.  Thus, 

sleeping rough gave people more autonomy over their daily lives in many respects.  It 

allowed them to participate in the decision-making of their immediate environment, which 

was not possible in legalised encampments or emergency shelters. 

Although the communities experiencing homelessness faced daily hardships, they had a 

cohort to rely on; they were able to do things together that brought them joy and 

connection to each other and were able to affirm their cultural identities. Through the 

capability of affiliation while sleeping rough, many also had time for the capability 

of play. Much of the capability of play was experienced and learned through traditional 

art forms, including song, bead work, and painting. Many interviewees used their 

traditional artwork to generate income; however, the federal government still requires 

people to be from recognised tribes to be able to label their work as "American Indian 

Art" legally. This finding emphasises how the federal government continues to control 

Indigenous identity, Indigenous cultural expression, and their specific ability to generate 

particular types of income. The experiences of those sleeping rough further contextualised 

how Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness navigated carrying out capabilities 

that were most important in a highly constrained emergency shelter and housing 

environment.    

Too often, policy conversations regarding what people need to survive are limited to food 

and shelter.  However, in Seattle, even food and shelter are not provided to the Indigenous 

homeless population or the general homeless population easily and safely.   Data indicated 

that people need more than a mat on a tightly packed floor to be properly housed and 

sheltered.  Emergency shelters need to provide safety, privacy, and nourishment; 

physically, mentally, and for those who prioritise it, spiritually.  Without federal 
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intervention of unmet treaties, culturally relevant shelter options and better housing and 

welfare policies, this population will likely continue to be overrepresented in the homeless 

population.   

POLICY AND PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS 

Throughout this research, it became evident that changes are required to create safer, 

healthier, and just policies.  Interviewees had common-themed experiences that 

emphasised the implications of current policy and practice.  This section discusses the 

policy and practice implications of the thesis for responding to Indigenous peoples’ 

homelessness in the US.  First, the state of current national welfare is discussed, followed 

by health and healthcare implications on homeless populations, then safety in public 

spaces is explored.  The section concludes by drawing on these policy implications to 

suggest some key considerations for the US government in responsibly addressing 

indigenous and BIPOC populations’ needs.       

National welfare 

This thesis demonstrated that in order for Indigenous peoples who are sleeping rough to 

possess and fulfil their basic capabilities, the welfare system should be strong enough to 

support each person with basic needs, including adequate shelter independent from their 

employment status. Many interviewees spoke about the cost of emergency shelters with 

degrading conditions.   Interviewees found that the cost was too high and simply not worth 

it based on the shelter's undignified standard of living.   The cost of these emergency 

shelters is extortionate when the amount interviewees received in welfare benefits is 

considered.  A dependency on welfare is created in the current homelessness system 

because the process to receive a referral to other housing programmes is usually only 

made when people access substandard costly emergency shelters making it difficult for 

many to move-on from homelessness and maintain employment.  Most interviewees were 

receiving welfare benefits, but none of them received enough to afford fair-market rent in 

Seattle.  This finding highlights why the welfare system needs to be re-evaluated based 

on the cost of living in each city and at the very least be evaluated based on what HUD 

(nationally) defines as affordable fair-market housing in each city.  While interviewees 
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could not afford long term housing rents, they also could not afford emergency shelter 

costs.   

Health and Healthcare 

When experiencing homelessness, individual health was impacted by the health of others, 

especially for those who shared sleeping arrangements with strangers.  The prevalence of 

people with severe untreated mental health illnesses was highlighted among many of the 

reasons people experiencing homelessness did not utilise emergency shelters. Many 

interviewees had long-term mental health conditions and knew they could be triggered in 

shelter environments because of forced interactions in crowded spaces.  The common 

experience of being impacted by the health of others reinforces the need for improved 

access to affordable (mental) healthcare and the need for a private safe space to sleep.    

Some participants in this study were deemed able to work even though many still suffered 

from long-term chronic illnesses, including different types of cancer.  They were deemed 

fit to work by people who were not medical professionals, since getting a doctor’s note or 

diagnosis would require navigating an expensive private specialist healthcare system.   

Interviewees were thus in a position where they had to choose between staying homeless 

and receiving medical benefits, or working, receiving income, and occasionally acquiring 

medical benefits after a probation period.  The current US medical insurance system 

depends on employers determining if their employees receive any medical benefits and 

what illnesses they cover.  This system is flawed for many who are unable to work or 

where the probation period is too long for them to wait for their medication.  In addition, 

this system creates a state of dependency on benefits to make up for the lack of access to 

affordable and holistic (dental, vision, medical, mental) healthcare.  It is recommended 

that a standard national medical insurance would help alleviate the disproportionate 

representation of minority groups suffering from preventive illnesses. 

Safety 

While the US government continues to struggle with protecting the general public from 

gun violence, it is particularly important to stress how much more vulnerable people who 

are experiencing homelessness in public spaces are to gun violence.  It emerged that many 



179 

 

interviewees did not use emergency shelters and legalised homeless encampments 

because of the specific fear of both targeted and random gun violence.  At the federal and 

state levels policy around gun access should be re-evaluated, and sensible gun laws 

created to protect the most vulnerable and marginalised populations and the people who 

work with them.   In addition, several interviewees spoke about the lack of safety in 

shelters.  Having to share sleeping spaces with strangers, without privacy and protection, 

kept many from staying in shelters and accessing housing resources.   This issue should 

be addressed by focusing on the threat of violence and what people need to feel safe when 

they sleep.  It was also mentioned that many interviewees did not believe that shelter staff 

were equipped to deal with many issues, including violence.    

Emergency shelter environmental conditions 

Emergency shelters in Seattle continue to operate as a temporary response to housing and 

welfare issues, but shelter environments’ impact on people experiencing homelessness is 

long-term.  In recognition of this, the standards and the environments of all emergency 

shelters and housing resources should be accountable and brought up to a minimum 

standard, and require routine inspections conducted to make sure they adhere to 

(national/federal) regulations.  Moreover, regulation of emergency shelters should be 

similar and comparable with what is considered minimum quality standard for fair-market 

rate tenancy.  Private landlords are expected to keep their rental properties to a specific 

standard; so too should the agencies and organisations that provide emergency shelter.   

Both the state and shelters should be held accountable for offering a dignified space that 

improves the wellbeing of people experiencing homelessness.    

Improving the standard of shelters to be safe, hygienic, and to be a respectable option is 

an immediate way to improve the wellbeing and environment and health of people 

experiencing homelessness.  Shelters could implement immediate improvements with the 

help of funding from federal, state, and local municipalities.   People need privacy, 

protection, and a place that offers them the ability to feel dignified while offering basic 

facilities like showers and laundry services. In addition, the inclusion of hygiene facilities 

and case workers would foster more engagement with other services, and people 
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experiencing homelessness could dedicate more time to capabilities that allow them to 

live a well-lived life.    

The impact of overcrowding in shelters is a public health issue and should be addressed 

as such with the same sense of urgency.  People need private clean rooms, hygiene 

facilities, access to case workers and resources to one day be able to exit homelessness 

and into a safe and sustainable housing option.  The importance of privacy is about safety 

and not just preference.  Privacy provides people autonomy, control over their immediate 

environment’s hygiene, safety from contagious illness and the ability to avoid violence.  

US accountability to Treaties, Tribes, and other BIPOC groups  

Many treaties between Indigenous peoples and the federal government continue to not be 

upheld within the US with no international intervention.  The US national government 

should be accountable for its treaties with all sovereign nations.  Adherence to those 

treaties would bring resources to reservations to build better infrastructure, employment, 

health, and education facilities.   It is also important for the US national government to 

re-evaluate and create better and more equitable policies and processes that acknowledge 

and recognise specific tribes.   The current process is difficult and burdensome for tribes 

to gain recognition without substantial financial resources.  Tribal recognition should also 

hold the federal government accountable to tribal treaties.   Until the US is held 

accountable for rectifying inequalities caused by past colonial, housing and homelessness 

policies the disproportionate risk of homelessness experienced by Indigenous peoples and 

other BIPOC groups will continue to persist.     

Hence, it is important for the US government, along with organisations that provide 

homelessness services and create policies, to consider the colonial historical implications 

and pair them with modern welfare, health, housing, and education policy, to understand 

why the risk for inequality and further marginalisation are even greater for minority 

populations experiencing homelessness.  The overarching marginalisation of people 

experiencing homelessness is substantial, and it becomes apparent in the lack of robust 

welfare and healthcare policies implemented in the US.  Without the most basic healthcare, 

infrastructure, education, and emergency accommodation, people cannot obtain the 
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capabilities necessary to enjoy a well-lived life.  Many death and long-term illness cases 

could be prevented with better emergency shelter policies and practices.   This research 

illustrates the current impact of colonial historical policies that continue to perpetuate 

inequality among Indigenous populations.   If the US federal government holds other 

countries accountable for their treaty obligations, the same should be expected within the 

US for tribal treaties.    

THEORETICAL REFLECTIONS  

Nussbaum’s (2011) capability framework will undoubtedly continue to evolve as the 

understanding of a “well-lived” life is broadened to make room for perspectives from 

different communities.   This is particularly important when working with communities 

who may value the same capabilities but prioritise and define them slightly differently 

from others, either because of historical influence, their current circumstances, or because 

of cultural differences.   This section develops one such contribution to Nussbaum’s 

(2011) Capability Approach.  First, it indicates how specific capabilities definitions can 

be changed to fully accommodate the perspectives of Indigenous peoples experiencing 

homelessness in the US, and how that informed understanding can help further develop 

better housing and homelessness policy in the US. It then goes on to discuss the 

implications of an Indigenous perspective for understanding capabilities in relation the 

capability of other species.   

Adjusting Capabilities   

Many capabilities were referred to help explain Indigenous peoples' experiences and 

decisions between shelter options and sleeping rough.   However, as noted above, making 

specific changes in scope for some of Nussbaum’s capabilities would help accommodate 

the experiences of homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples in the US. These slight 

adaptations could be in done by widening the scope of the definition for some of the 

capabilities or by creating new capabilities.  

Interviewees emphasised how the capability of life (the basic ability to live to an old age) 

is often difficult to obtain for Indigenous peoples, especially those experiencing 

homelessness.  Adjusting Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of life definition to include being 
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able to heal from colonial, physical, mental and emotional trauma would benefit this 

population and other historically marginalised and excluded populations.  Without being 

able to heal from deeply wounded colonial trauma and physical health, many Indigenous 

peoples’ lives are lost to high rates of suicide, as well as preventable and treatable illnesses.  

Adjusting Nussbaum’s capability of life to include preserving good health to live to an 

old age would help to specifically accommodate the experiences of Indigenous peoples 

experiencing homelessness in Seattle.  Perhaps, the capability of life could be reframed to 

be understood as the capability of healing. Encompassing the importance of being able to 

heal from being unwell by having access to resources, facilities, and practices that enable 

people to reach a normal length life after becoming unwell mentally, physically, and 

spiritually.  

Emergency shelter environments were unsafe for many people experiencing 

homelessness. This finding highlighted the importance of Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities 

of bodily health and bodily integrity. However, the definitions of these capabilities could 

be changed to mention privacy and its importance in feeling secure and safe from 

contagious illness and from violence. For example, a lack of privacy does not allow people 

to rest well. For people experiencing homelessness, protection from the outside elements 

and other people should be included as part of the capability of bodily integrity to feel 

secure and safe in accommodation and as part of the definition of what “adequate shelter” 

is meant in the capability of bodily health. Safety should not be considered an extra 

amenity but rather a requirement in all types of emergency shelters. By providing privacy 

as requiring it as part of emergency shelter policy would help people move from 

emergency shelters to permanent housing options. Another safety aspect that emergency 

shelters made difficult was being able to keep safe from ill health (contagious illness) and 

to maintain good health. Nussbaum’s (2011) capability of bodily health could be adjusted 

to include this important ability and function that was highlighted throughout all the 

interviews in this research: the ability to recover from wounds and ill health without fear 

of infection brought by their environment. This expansion on bodily health is similar to 

the capability of healing as suggested earlier but also would account for people to be able 

to protect and maintain good health by providing safe and adequate shelter.  
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Nussbaum’s (2011) definition of the capability of emotion could be adjusted to include 

being able to express justified anger and other emotions of discontent without fear of 

extreme repercussions, such as being banned from shelters for any length of time.  

Nussbaum’s (2011) definition could thus be expanded to include the ability to seek and 

obtain justice equally to others to accommodate the experience of Indigenous peoples 

experiencing homelessness in Seattle.    

Another aspect of shelters and homeless encampments people emphasised as detrimental 

was the feeling that they could not leave any belongings behind or be kept safe from other 

service users and staff. This was also emphasised as a risk when sleeping rough. However, 

having belongings stolen seemed less likely to many interviewees when they had more 

control and support from people they knew also watching their belongings. Equally, to 

want to control who is in their immediate environment, it is crucial to have the opportunity 

to keep sentimental or valuable objects safe, which could be added to Nussbaum’s 

definition of control over one’s environment. Hence, the importance of the capability 

of control over one’s environment could explicitly add to its definition of the material 

aspect to include having a place to keep belongings safe from theft, removal, and 

damage.   

The capability of control over one’s environment could also encompass elements of the 

capability of affiliation.  The capability of affiliation as currently defined accounts for the 

ability to live with and towards others. However, interviewees have expressed having no 

control over who they sleep next to and who is considered part of their household for 

emergency shelter access. In this specific case, housing and homelessness policies should 

reconsider how households are defined and how the definition of household limits diverse 

populations that practice intergenerational living and community kinship care 

disproportionately causing further racial discrimination in resource access.   

While many capabilities were either undermined or facilitated by interviewees’ 

emergency accommodation choices, some capabilities were impacted by other public 

space policies and access to resources.  Interviewees highlight how Nussbaum’s (2011) 

definition of the capability of senses, imagination, thought could be more specific in being 
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able to access resources to be able to do things in a ‘truly human’ way.  Nussbaum could 

expand the definition of the capability of senses, imagination, thought by specifically 

including access to spaces and resources that facilitate this capability.  Access to resources, 

information, and facilities are often denied to people experiencing homelessness and 

extreme poverty.    

A lesser explored capability in its relation to homelessness and identity is Nussbaum’s 

(2011) capability of play.  Nussbaum’s current definition incorporates the importance of 

being able to experience joy, but it misses important elements that interviewees expressed 

were essential to their wellbeing.  Many interviewees prioritised being able to carry out 

activities that brought them joy, peace, and relaxation.  For many, arts were an escape, a 

source of income, and a way to disconnect from the constant stress of experiencing 

homelessness.  Most importantly, the capability of play encompassed time spent 

connecting to cultural practices.  In many senses, the capability of play was necessary for 

interviewees to heal, relax, seek joy, and connect with others.  Nussbaum’s (2011) 

definition of the capability of play could thus be expanded on to be more inclusive to 

diverse cultures that prioritise different experiences that are essential to their identity and 

important to their wellbeing, or a new capability could be added that emphasises the 

importance of being able to preserve and practice cultural ceremonies, art, language, and 

events that are crucial to cultural identity. Although aspects of this new definition are 

covered in a variety of capabilities (emotions, senses, imagination, thought, and play), it 

could be made to be under one new capability that is focused on being able to have a space 

to practice, learn, teach, and express (individually and collectively) about one’s cultural, 

historical, religious and spiritual connection safely without fear of discrimination and or 

sever consequence.  

Environment and nature (other species) 

Informed by themes present in the interview data, this thesis (chapters 6-8) performed an 

in-depth analysis of nine of Nussbaum’s ten basic capabilities.  Nussbaum’s (2011) 

capability of other species was not discussed in the thesis analysis because it did not 

emerge in the interviews overtly; however, it was mentioned indirectly when people spoke 
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about their daily schedules.  Nussbaum’s (2011) definition of the capability of other 

species is “being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants, and the 

world of nature” (34).  This capability was revealed as important by interviewees 

emphasising on learning and practicing cultural knowledge which includes environmental 

(plants, land, animals) protection.  Interviewees also emphasised the importance of 

cleaning up where they slept rough and ensuring tidiness of themselves and the 

environmental spaces they used outdoors.  The importance of living in relation to the 

environment (and other species) was evident in this respect.  However, beyond taking 

care of their environment, their ability to enjoy other aspects of other species was limited, 

as there were police-imposed restrictions on where they could enjoy recreational activities 

and what they are able to practice in public spaces.   Hence, it would be beneficial to add 

to this definition (particularly for Indigenous peoples) to live with concern for and in 

relation to animals, plants, and the world of nature in a culturally, scientifically, and 

historical informed way. It is essential to note that, historically and culturally, Indigenous 

peoples in the US have continued to be key activists for environmentalism and 

sustainability (Svendsen 2019).  Many climate change scientist are utilising and reverting 

to Indigenous peoples traditional knowledge as answers to a sustainable future and 

environmental protection (Leonard et al. 2013; Townsend et al. 2020). Thus, as Nussbaum 

(2011) has identified, for many Indigenous peoples other species is a fundamental 

capability required for a well-lived life.  However, the capability of other species and 

being able to enjoy their environment and engage with nature is often restricted for people 

experiencing homelessness in urban areas.   

AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

There are five main evidence gaps identified in this study that warrant further research.   

First, this research has highlighted a large gap in the data collected by local and federal 

governments on causes of death for Indigenous women, especially those experiencing 

homelessness.  Inequality is likely to be endured by populations whose experiences are 

rarely recorded.   Thus, it is recommended that better information and data be gathered/ 

further researched by the federal and state governments in conjunction with tribes and 
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shelters.  Further research about the experiences of Indigenous peoples, including their 

access to health and education, the high rate of missing and murdered women, and their 

homelessness experiences, would help improve the lives of many Indigenous peoples.   

Combining enumeration data with the historical experiences of Indigenous peoples and 

the current narratives of Indigenous peoples experiencing homelessness provides insight 

for the creation of better policies and more effective policy implementation.  Further 

research on the scale and nature of this issue is essential in understanding the required 

response for helping those who are most marginalised to be safe from violence, to be able 

to secure safe housing, and to seek justice in the legal system. If governments create 

policies that address the most marginalised and multi-disadvantaged populations, they 

will be better equipped to address inequality.    

Second, future academic or local government-led research should focus on which 

emergency services and housing programmes have high rates of Indigenous peoples 

participating and have been successful at rehousing Indigenous peoples experiencing 

homelessness.   Successful rehousing should be defined by and with Indigenous peoples. 

This research could help highlight what types of services and practices best serve 

Indigenous peoples and help to ensure that any complex needs are met regarding secure, 

safe, healthy and adequate housing.    

Thirdly, future researchers may wish to coproduce and Indigenise (bring under the control 

of Indigenous peoples) or decolonise Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach list through 

involving Indigenous peoples who are currently and have previously experienced 

homelessness. This research would be beneficial to debates about what is needed across 

all populations to live a well-lived life, and where and how housing plays a role in 

wellbeing. This research has the potential to further develop the importance of new and 

or specific capabilities that are emphasised to be essential to Indigenous peoples. 

Fourthly, future researchers may wish to assess whether similar/different issues apply for 

other BIPOC populations/communities, including Indigenous peoples in different 

colonised countries.  This research could challenge or further elaborate to what extent 

historical implications of both colonial history and housing and homelessness policies 
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continue to shape the way programmes and services are structured, experienced, and 

perceived by different groups of marginalised people across different countries.   

Finally, this research highlighted the importance of many capabilities that are 

underexplored in homelessness such as the capability of play. Further research could also 

see if Nussbaum’s capability of play is also used as a function of helping the preservation 

of cultural importance amongst different minority population groups experiencing 

homelessness.  In addition, the capability of play could provide more insight in research 

on the overrepresentation of BIPOC/ BAME groups experiencing homelessness in 

different contexts and possibly provide more culturally relevant housing and 

homelessness resources and policy responses.    
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Appendix A: Key Informant Information Sheet  

UNDERSTANDING THE ACCOMMODATION OPTIONS OPEN 

TO HOMELESS PEOPLE IN SEATTLE, USA 

ABOUT THE STUDY 

This PhD study considers the accommodation options available to Indigenous Peoples 

experiencing homelessness in Seattle.   It will explore local policy responses to 

homelessness, and also how homeless people experience different forms of emergency 

accommodation, and make decisions on where to stay.  It will focus in particular on the 

advantages and disadvantages of encampments (both sanctioned and non-sanctioned), as 

compared with other accommodation options in the city.    

YOUR INVOLVEMENT 

I would like to conduct an interview with you to gain your perspective on: 

• The homelessness context and trends in Seattle 

• The advantages and disadvantages of different accommodation options available  

• The particular role played by encampments  

• Local policy responses to homeless encampments   

The interview will take no longer than an hour and will be audio-recorded, with your 

consent.   All data will be kept entirely confidential, and shared with no one except my 

supervisors.   No names or identifying details will be used in the PhD or in any 

published outputs, and all quotations will be anonymised.   

 

FURTHER INFORMATION 

 

This research is being carried out by Melissa Espinoza, PhD student at the Institute for 

Social Policy, Housing and Equalities Research (ISPHERE) at Heriot Watt University in 

Edinburgh, Scotland.   The supervisors are Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick (s.  

fitzpatrick@hw.ac.uk) and Professor Sarah Johnsen (s.johnsen@hw.ac.uk).   If you have 

any further inquiries or questions in regards to this study or your involvement, please 

feel free to contact Melissa Espinoza at me72@hw.ac.uk.  , or Professors Suzanne or 

Sarah.    

mailto:s.%20%20fitzpatrick@hw.ac.uk
mailto:s.%20%20fitzpatrick@hw.ac.uk
mailto:s.johnsen@hw.ac.uk
mailto:me72@hw.ac.uk
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Appendix B: Key Informant Interview Topic 

Guide 

INTRODUCTION 

• Introduce myself, role and thank them for participating  

• Explain the aim and purpose of the research 

• Explain the format of the interview and briefly topics of interests 

• Explain confidentiality/anonymity and ask permission to record interview 

ROLE 

Please tell me a bit about your role and your organization’s role in addressing 

homelessness? 

• Job title? 

• What is the scope of responsibilities in your role? 

• Nature of service provided/policy functions performed 

In what capacity does your organization work with/for people experiencing 

homelessness? 

HOMELESSNESS:  

Can you tell me about your understanding of the current homelessness context in 

Seattle?  Who are the main groups affected?  What are the key trends? 

What sort of scale are we talking about?  

▪ Probe: Single adult, youth, family; different needs (drugs, alcohol, mental 

health, trauma etc); chronic/short term; different ethnicities/migrant status 

 Is there any data on that I can access?  

HOMELESSNESS ACCOMMODATION: 

What are the shelter/emergency housing options available to people experiencing 

homelessness in Seattle? 

▪ Probe: Emergency Shelter, safe havens, safe parking, encampments 

(sanctioned and unsanctioned), couch surfing/doubling up, navigation centre 

How do they access each option? 

o What is required to be able to access these types of options? 

▪ Eligibility? 
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▪ What is the reasoning for the eligibility requirements? 

▪ What happens when they are not eligible? 

What is the estimate for how long it takes to access each type of housing? 

o Is there a waiting list?  If so, what is offered while someone is on a 

waiting list?  

POPULATIONS/PROFILE OF RESIDENTS: 

Who tends to use certain accommodation options?  What is your understanding of the 

reasons why certain demographics/subgroups are found using certain types of 

accommodation? 

Has your organization noticed any trends in demographics/subgroups who are choosing/ 

accessing specific accommodation options? 

▪ Probe: Different populations: Single adult, youth, family; different needs 

(drugs, alcohol, mental health, trauma etc); chronic/short term; different 

ethnicities/migrant status 

Are all the options for accommodation accessible for all populations or are some catered 

to specific demographics?  

▪ Probe: Emergency Shelter, safe havens, safe parking, encampments 

(unsanctioned and sanctioned), couch surfing/doubling up, navigation 

centre  

PERSPECTIVES AND EXPERIENCES 

Looking back at all the accommodation options that you have mentioned, what do you 

see as being the main advantages and disadvantages of each? 

▪ Probe:  Location, safety, freedom, eligibility, pets, crowded, partner can 

stay with them, no limit how long they can stay, susceptible to sweeps, 

rules, mandatory participation, waiting time, access to other resources, 

job, community, independence, interdependence on ‘system,’ familiar 

etc.    

How do you think a service user would describe those advantages and disadvantages for 

each option? 

▪ Probe: Probe: Emergency Shelter, safe havens, safe parking, 

encampments (unsanctioned and sanctioned), couch surfing/doubling up, 

navigation centre  
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Which disadvantages/advantages do you hear about the most?  Why do you think that 

is? 

Do you think the advantages and disadvantages are different for different groups?  If so, 

why?  

▪ Probe: Different populations: Single adult, youth, family; different needs 

(drugs, alcohol, mental health, trauma etc); chronic/short term; different 

ethnicities/migrant status 

Which advantages and/or disadvantages do you think are most important in shaping 

people’s decision in where to stay? 

HOMELESS ENCAMPMENTS: 

In what capacity does your organization work with people living in encampments? 

▪ Probe: Direct service provider, funder, community volunteer 

Could you tell me a bit more about homeless encampments in Seattle/ King County?  

What is your understanding of who lives in the encampments and why? 

▪ Probe:  sanctioned and unsanctioned? 

▪ Probe: Single adult, youth, family; different needs (drugs, alcohol, mental 

health, trauma etc); chronic/short term; different ethnicities/migrant 

status 

Do you think the experiences of those living in in unsanctioned and sanctioned 

encampments are different?  If so, how, and why? 

What have been the main local responses to encampments?  What role, if any, has your 

department/organization played in the response? 

How have other stakeholders reacted to these responses?  

▪ Probe: Service providers, public, media, homeless people, faith-based 

community 

Why do you think encampments exist in Seattle?  

▪ Probe: lack of housing, shelter space 

POLICY DIRECTION 

In what direction do you think the local policy responses are going on 

encampments/other aspects of homelessness in Seattle?  How should policy develop in 

your view? 
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CLOSING REMARKS  

Would it be okay for me to return to you for queries and clarification at a later date? 

Thank them for participation and valuable insight.   
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Appendix C: Service User Interview Topic Guide 

INTRODUCTION 

• Research aim 

• Role of researcher  

• Format of interview 

• Confidentiality/anonymity and ask permission to record interview 

CURRENT LIVING ARRANGEMENT/BACKGROUND 

• Age 

•  (Household make up if interviewing families) any pets? 

• Are you currently working? 

• Would you mind telling me a bit about your current living situation? 

▪ Probe: what type of housing 

• How long have you stayed there? 

 

ACCOMMODATION EXPERIENCE 

Have you stayed in other shelter or housing accommodations since living in Seattle?  

o How long for? Why did you leave?  

• Probe: Emergency Shelter, Tent city, navigation center, safe parking, couch surfing  

Are there other options you have considered and/or rejected? Which were they? (If 

rejected, why?) 

• What do you think the pros and cons are for each option? 

Which/what factors were/are most influential in shaping your decision about where to 

stay? 

 

Probe:

▪ location 

▪ Accessibility 

▪ Safety 

▪ Rules 

▪ Flexibility 

▪ Relationships 

▪ Length of time can stay  

▪ cultural understanding 

▪ Staff 

▪ requirements (community hrs, 

sobriety, service, coming and 

leaving) 

▪ Community in surrounding 

area 

▪ pets 

▪ Service providers 

▪ Cleanliness 

▪ Word of mouth 

recommendation  
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Were there ever any particular rules in places you agreed with and/or disagreed with? If 

so, which and why? 

Of all the accommodation options you have experienced which did you prefer, and 

why? Which did you dislike, and why? 

SERVICE INTERACTION 

Are there staff you interact with where you stay?  If so, how often/in what ways do you 

interact with staff? 

Is there a helpful type of service you like to use?  Why is it helpful?  What does that 

service look like?  

What type of services do you think would help people secure housing and remain in 

housing?  

HOUSING PREFERENCE 

What type of accommodation would you most want to stay in? What would help you 

the most in getting there? 

▪ Probe: job access, treatment, childcare, accessibility, affordability, case management, 

access to SSI/SSDI 

 

POLICY/PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS 

How do you think things could be made better for someone going through similar 

experience as you? 

If you could tell local government workers, funders, and service providers anything 

[about the homelessness experience in Seattle] what would it be? 

What do you enjoy doing and would like to do more of? How could the services you 

interact with facilitate that? 

Is there anything else you would like to share, or that I should have asked about? 
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Appendix D: Service User Information Sheet 

UNDERSTANDING HOMELESS ACCOMMODATION IN 

SEATTLE 

ABOUT THE STUDY 

This PhD study aims to understand Indigenous Peoples views and experiences of 

housing programs and shelter accommodation options available to them in Seattle.   

 I would like to interview you about: 

• Your experiences of staying in shelters, encampments, and other kinds of 

homeless accommodation  

• The main things you consider in deciding where to stay 

• How you think services for homeless people can be improved  

 

This study is completely independent from non-profits and government programs.    

Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary, and your decision on whether or 

not to take part will have no impact on your eligibility for any service or program.    

The interview will take no longer than an hour and will be audio-recorded, with your 

consent.   All data will be kept entirely confidential, and no names or identifying details 

will be used in reports from the study.    

You may choose to stop the interview, decline to answer any questions, or opt out at 

any time during the interview.   

All interviewees will be given a voucher for $25 to thank them for their time.    

FURTHER INFORMATION 

This research is being carried out by Melissa Espinoza, PhD student at the Institute for 

Social Policy, Housing and Equalities Research (I-SPHERE) at Heriot Watt University 

in Edinburgh, Scotland.   The supervisors are Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick (s. 

fitzpatrick@hw.ac.uk) and Professor Sarah Johnsen (s.johnsen@hw.ac.uk).   If you 

have any further inquiries or questions in regards to this study or your involvement, 

please feel free to contact Melissa Espinoza at me72@hw.ac.uk., or Suzanne or Sarah.    

  

mailto:s.%20fitzpatrick@hw.ac.uk
mailto:s.%20fitzpatrick@hw.ac.uk
mailto:s.johnsen@hw.ac.uk
mailto:me72@hw.ac.uk
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